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Abstract
Video Composition: Tracing Multimodal Assemblages questions and complicates current
approaches to integrating digital videography, and new media at large, within academic
environments. Given the field of Rhetoric and Writing Studies’ persistent desire, if not struggle,
to take on alternative modes of composing, the project provides an exploration of the distinct
affordances, composing practices and rhetorical principles of digital videography. In particular,
the dissertation traces how videographic composing processes are taught, taken up, and even
paved over within two distinct first year-writing classrooms.
In conducting grounded case studies of multimodal classrooms, the dissertation draws
disciplinary and pedagogical commonplaces into conversation with actual sites of production to
create productive questions, insights, and provocations. One such commonplace that the project
challenges is the argument that “theories of rhetoric and process can travel across modalities”
(Palmeri 153), whereby teaching alternative modes of writing does not necessarily “require new
pedagogical approaches” (Shipka, Toward 107). Contrary to this commonplace, the empirical
work of the dissertation shows that teaching generalizable rhetorical theories can often pave over
the particulars of performing with new modes of composing—limiting student contact with
different modes of composition. Recognizing this limitation, the project works to reveal the more
distinctive processes, principles and practices of videographic composing, such as non-linear
editing, that do not readily fall within larger rhetorical principles. Based upon the empirical work
of the dissertation, the project argues that scholars, pedagogues and students can take on more
persuasive relationships with composing technologies by acknowledging constitutive
technological influences and shifting to accommodate the particularized processes and principles
of disparate media.
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Chapter One: Multiple Modes, Similar Practices?
The rhetorical landscape has shifted and we must shift along with it. This is the recurrent
narrative that plays out in any number of scholarly venues within Rhetoric and Writing Studies.
We can no longer limit our students and ourselves to the traditionalized text; writing has evolved
to transcend the customary practices reiterated within academic environments. In “The Digital
Imperative: Making the Case for a 21st-Century Pedagogy,” J. Elizabeth Clark embodies this
argument by claiming that the traditional essayistic literacy that continues to permeate the field
fails to respond to the complexities of students’ everyday digital experience. Clark calls upon
Rhetoric and Writing Studies scholars to more fully engage their efforts within the affordances of
new media, voicing a now sweeping concern that failure to promote new media will leave
rhetorical studies antiquated and incapable of appropriately training contemporary persuasive
agents. Clark argues that:
the traditional essayistic literacy that still dominates composition classes is
outmoded and needs to be replaced by an intentional pedagogy of digital rhetoric
that emphasizes the civic importance of education, the cultural and social
imperative of ‘the now,’ and the ‘cultural software’ that engages students in the
interactivity, collaboration, ownership, authority, and malleability of texts. (28)
Clark’s call in many ways acts as a metoynm for the larger disciplinary push to expand beyond
1

conventional forms of production in the writing classroom—a proposed shift that has persisted
since at least the advent of personal computers in the 1980’s. The movement to expand the
field’s available means of persuasion argues that we must offer a more generative multimodal
range of affordances to our students such that they can engage the fuller possibilities of writing,
1

I will use the terms “conventional,” “traditional,” “normalized,” and “alphabetic” interchangeably to designate
forms of composing focused upon the creation of a textual project.
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particularly given the transformations wrought by “21st century” modes. Chanon Adsanatham et
al. forward that internet-based and electronic forms of communication “imparts considerable
transformations to not only the myriad material means by which one composes, but equally so to
the literal available material means by which an audience receives and interacts with
communication” (317). In light of these wider available means it is incumbent upon teachers of
writing to “highlight the rhetorical options—showing how multimodal composing enables more
varied means to deliver, to invent, and to construct and communicate knowledge” (Adsanathem
et al. 317). Multimodal composing requires engagement with practices that challenge the
conventions of normalized performance, calling upon students and instructors to meet composing
processes that differ from the traditional ways in which writing has been performed and
instructed within the academy. The literacies of the past have become just that, the past, and our
endeavors must now evolve to cope with “present day” forms of composition that offer multiple
2

modes beyond the traditional. Yet the imposition to shift and evolve implies an unspoken
tension here—namely that we in many ways are still wrapped up in traditional modes of
performance. In the face of the shifting rhetorical landscape, have we actually begun to shift
along with it? We have in various ways trumpeted the need to change, but to what degree are we
changing? To what degree are we capable or willing to reorient our (pedagogical) practices?
The field’s enthusiasm for multimodality and expanded definitions of writing were
already well in circulation by the time I stepped into a computer classroom in the fall of 2010 at
the University of Texas at El Paso. Due in no small part to the field’s multimodal “awakening,” a
First Year Composition (FYC) committee had gathered to evaluate student entries in the writing
program’s film festival. A semesterly event showcasing student documentary projects for the
2

Some may already anticipate the counter-assertion that all modes of composing are multimodal, we’ll attend to that
contention in a moment.
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larger community, the film festival extolled the FYC program’s cutting edge curriculum. The
evaluative committee discussed student documentaries and considered issues of pacing, editing,
narrative clarity and ambient musical choices in student work. Amidst a particularly well-crafted
student documentary, an instructor leaned over to me and whispered, “my students made this.”
The documentary employed a quick pace and clean cuts, spending no more than three seconds on
any particular shot.
“How did you scaffold shooting and editing for your students?” I asked, curious as to
how these more distinctively videographic composing processes had been promoted by an
4

otherwise traditionalized instructor of writing. The instructor furrowed his brow, “What do you
mean?”
“I mean, how did you scaffold for your students how to shoot and edit their projects?”
The instructor shrugged, “I didn’t. I’ve never made a documentary. If they had any
questions about how to make the video I directed them to technical support.” What an
extraordinary claim! To engage documentary videography is to learn composing practices
distinctive from the practices necessary to perform a traditionalized academic project. The range
of practices necessary to engage in non-linear editing, let alone the acquisition and shooting of
footage, are not compositional means similar to textual modes of production. As if sensing my
next question the instructor assured me that, “I teach persuasion, not video.”
I soon found that the vast majority of instructors who taught the documentary assignment
had limited experience with videography, their familiarity firmly rooted within the close reading
of images and visual arguments. Some instructors had performed the documentary assignment as

3
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Chapter 4 will address the role and nature of the film festival in greater detail.
I.e. an instructor trained in conventionalized modes of performance.
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part of their preparation to teach within the program, but few had continued to engage
videography beyond crafting a single draft of the assignment. What showed up as even more
curious was that the lack of instructor experience, dare we say expertise, with videography didn’t
particularly seem to bother anyone. Indeed teachers of writing taught the documentary the way
they would any other writing assignment, focusing upon the written elements of the videographic
composing process before promoting students to learn the video based practices themselves.
Noting this pedagogical approach suddenly created a new problem in assessing the documentary
assignment given the variance of student engagement with the project. Student projects ranged
from documentaries that fully engaged videgraphic-composing processes, by calling upon varied
and non-textual appeals, to projects that effectively reiterated textual practices with video
elements “added on,” a voice over narrated video with images covering the textual script (the
latter approach far outweighed the former in terms of its dominance in the FYC student
community). Within this context the question quickly became: in what way are we to account for
how students were learning to make videos if most instructors actively did not address
videomaking practices? Recognizing the dominance of textual approaches might further promote
us to question to what degree the experience of the instructor influenced the scaffolding of the
more particularized videographic practices? The instructors, however, were not alone in their
antipathy toward the question concerning experience and the facilitation of alternative modes.
Many multimodal rhetoricians have questioned the need for writing pedagogies to
account for the particularized practices of new media, arguing that new modes of production do
not necessarily require new pedagogical models (Takayoshi and Hout 2009; Selfe 2007; Shipka
2012). These scholars argue that though the modes of performance may have changed, which we
5

One such instructor participated in the case studies presented in chapter 4. The opportunity to engage with and
experience the more distinctive processes of video composing helped informed the instructor’s approaches to
facilitating video composition for her students—a key point the dissertation will address moving forward.
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in turn should promote students to engage with, our pedagogical practices remain basically
untouched: to promote students to make rhetorically wise choices toward particular intended
audiences (Selfe 2007). Even in this light, however, anxiety in the face of teaching foreign
modalities can still persist. In Remixing Composition: A History of Multimodal Writing
Pedagogy, Jason Palmeri recounts his concern upon first approaching a non-traditional
assignment from the perspective of a traditionally trained instructor:
Back when I was just teaching students to compose words, I had the confidence
that I was drawing my pedagogy from a substantial tradition of composition
scholarship—that all of my pedagogical practices were grounded in my
specialized disciplinary knowledge about the teaching of alphabetic writing. But
when I started teaching students to compose multimodal texts, I felt like I was
leaving the composition tradition behind—venturing into uncharted pedagogical
waters. What kind of specialized disciplinary knowledge could I as a
compositionist possibly claim about composing with images and sounds? When
colleagues (both in English and outside it) asked what qualified me to teach
multimodal composing, how could I respond? (3)
This questioning lies at the heart of the field’s call for engagement with the wider potentialities
of composing: how are instructors of writing to facilitate the instruction of modes of performance
that they themselves are not necessarily familiar with? Palmeri’s response to his crisis of
pedagogy is telling:
As I wrestled with these questions, I found myself revisiting many of the classic
texts of composition theory from the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, looking for
moments where past compositionists had attempted to draw connections between
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alphabetic, auditory, and visual modalities of composing. As I did this rereading, I
came to understand that multimodality was not a new fad in composition
studies—that compositionists have attempted, at least since the 1960s, to
articulate alphabetic writing as a multimodal process that shares affinities with
other artistic forms of composing. (3)
Palmeri finds that non-traditional modes of writing do not require a fundamental reorientation in
pedagogical approach because they are at some level essentially similar to alphabetic or
traditional means, “I started to believe that embracing multimodal composing did not necessarily
mean turning away from the composition tradition—that in fact the composition tradition had
many insights to offer contemporary digital multimodal teachers,” (3) because “theories of
rhetoric and process can travel across modalities” (153). We see here the same response as
before: instructors of persuasion need not necessarily have concrete experience or knowledge of
the modes that they teach.
Some rhetoricians, certain in their belief that new compositional modes do not require
new forms of pedagogy, go as far as to purposefully not learn the modalities they will be
instructing students in (Parker Beard 2011). These compositionists tend to take for granted the
distinction proposed by Stuart Selber between functional and rhetorical literacies. Concisely
stated, Selber differentiated between the skills necessary to work within a computing
environment (functional literacy) and the rhetorical purposes that those functional skills would
ultimately be used for (rhetorical literacy). Such a division, between the “nuts and bolts” of
functional skills and the rhetorical ends they would serve, allowed instructors of writing to
sidestep the need to engage questions of functional literacy in their course rooms, given that, “In
academic settings, students tend to learn about computers on their own, with the help of their
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peers, and by relying on various sorts of support resources” (Multiliteracies 30). This line of
thought echoes the argument made earlier by the documentary instructor: functional issues were
concerns for the IT department, not the instructor nor the writing classroom. The pedagogy
would focus upon the rhetorical ends of the project while the functional elements to meet those
ends would be taken up by students with the aid of various forms of support (synchronous or
otherwise).
But can a rhetorical perspective be fully accessible without first being embedded within
functional practices? Are we capable of seeing the rhetorical ends made available by a new mode
of composing if we are not first familiar with or embedded within the concrete practices of that
mode? And if we are not familiar or embedded within the concrete practices of a particular mode
then to what degree can we facilitate student contact with the distinctive practices of a
composing medium? All of this is to ask: doesn’t experience make a difference in the way that
we instruct students in a composing medium? A dominant branch of multimodal rhetoric has
persistently either ignored this question or adamantly answered no. I will propose here that the
desire to undercut the question concerning experience and multimodal pedagogy arises from two
core assumptions about the nature of media and our relationship with them. The argument that
instructors of writing needn’t necessarily have experience with a particular modality to teach it
arises from the following two claims:
1) Media are ultimately similar to the point of falling under overarching rhetorical principles
or theories of rhetoric that can be applied to all modalities and
2) Human beings maintain some degree of agency outside of technological influence such
that rhetors can move readily from one technology to another based upon their desires
and intentions.

7

If composing modalities, alphabetic, traditional or otherwise, share some basic similarities then
instructors needn’t necessarily learn or have experience with alternative modes (as the
underlying similarities will allow them to provide a fundamental grounding for student
engagement). Less overt as the first claim, the second half of the argument points to the means
by which students will engage non-familiar modes—with the ability to expediently take up and
move back and forth between differing composing modalities with degrees of agency and control.
Thus instructors needn’t necessarily address the practices of particularized media because
students will adapt to them given the ability to move expediently from one composing
technology to another. In what follows I will draw out these claims and the ways they have
circulated within the field, before pushing to consider the limits of these arguments—setting the
basis for this dissertation project, which explores what happens when we acknowledge the
particularized principles of disparate media and the degree to which human agency is always and
already embedded within constitute technological influences.
Winning the Battle Only to Lose the War: The Dangers of Leveling Multimodality
The first claim that informs the disconnect between instructor experience and multimodal
pedagogy frames the relationships between composing modalities as fundamentally similar (at
some level). The basis for this claim, I will argue, has arisen from the move to consider that
multimodality is not a new phenomenon—and that all forms of composing are inherently
multimodal. In Toward a Composition Made Whole, Jody Shipka expresses concern that
multimodal composing is now being equated with exclusively electronic modes of composition,
limiting student engagement with non-electronic modes and effectively constricting composing
possibilities and affordances. Shipka calls upon the work of Elizabeth Birr Moje to argue that
“the multimodal nature of texts and of literate practices is not new. Rather, what is new is our
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attention to them” (Birr Moje 12). On this view multimodality has always and already been a
quality of all composing activity, As Judith A Wooten observes, “’Multimodal literacy’ is
another fairly new refocusing, renaming. [But] What about literacy hasn’t been multimodal?
Like forever?” (242). Shipka forwards Wooten’s account of the multimodal dimensions of all
literate activity by highlighting an example of the multimodality of all texts:
I am struck, however, by the example Wooten chooses to offer as evidence that
literacy has always been multimodal. Drawing on Mary Louise Pratt’s ‘Arts of the
Contact Zone,’ Wooten points to a letter written in 1613 that featured text and
four hundred pages of drawings. This example seems to have less to do with the
multimodal aspects of literacy (as a dynamic practice) than with the multimodal
aspects of seemingly stable texts or literate artifacts. In this way, Wooten makes a
point similar to those made by Gunther Kress, Anne Wysocki, and others who
argue that there is, technically speaking, no such thing as a monomodal text as
even print-linear alphabetic texts are provided meaning potentials based on the
visual design of the page; the color, quality, and texture of paper the text is
printed on; and so on. (12)
For Shipka, Birr Moje and Wooten, the particularized attention given to the “newness” of digital
and electronic media ignores the history of multimodality latent in all previous composing
media. Angela Haas, following the same line of argument, goes as far as to claim that hypertext
is not a distinctly electronic practice—and argues that Native American weaving practices
produced hypertexts long before the advent of the computer (See “Wampum as Hypertext”). The
point here is that new media are not all that new because media are inextricably connected to one
another. As Marshall Mcluhan claims, the characteristic of all media is that “the ‘content’ of any

9

medium is always another medium. The content of writing is speech, just as the written word is
the content of print, and print is the content of the telegraph” (27). Working from Mcluhan, Jay
David Bolter and Richard Grusin similarly argue against the newness of contemporary media by
proposing the concept of remediation. Bolter and Grusin assert that “We call the representation
of one medium in another remediation, and we will argue that remediation is a defining
characteristic of the new digital media” (45). Bolter and Grusin go on to forward that:
new media are doing exactly what their predecessors have done: presenting
themselves as refashioned and improved versions of other media. Digital visual
media can best be understood through the ways in which they honor, rival, and
revise linear-perspective painting, photography, film, television and print. No
medium today, and certainly no single media event, seems to do its cultural work
in isolation from other media, any more than it works in isolation from other
social and economic forces. What is new about new media comes from the
particular ways in which they refashion older media and the ways in which older
media refashion themselves to answer the challenges of new media. (14-15)
If media are inextricably wrapped up in one another, and newer forms of composing are
extensions of previous forms, then it is not at all a stretch to argue that shared practices or
principles inform disparate media. And if shared practices or principles inform disparate media
then pedagogues can offer rhetorical principles or skill sets to students that can apply to any
media. Or, as Jason Palmeri argues, “By specifically asking students to write reflectively about
their creative process across modalities, we can encourage them to begin to develop a
transferable understanding of composing processes that they can potentially apply to all the
diverse forms of communication they are likely to employ in their lives” (48-49).

10

Here we see how the argument that all forms of composing are multimodal lends itself to
a pedagogical method. If all forms of composing are linked to one another then shared practices
can be found and facilitated without requiring familiarity or expertise in alternative media, “By
organizing our courses around concerns of rhetoric and process that can potentially apply across
modalities, we may be able to help students develop transferable composing skills. For example,
a student who comes to understand the importance of audience when composing a video text
may be able to transfer this understanding of audience to her composing of alphabetic texts”
(Palmeri 49). While Palmeri is keen to note that “there are certainly differences among various
arts,” he maintains that “it may be possible to develop theories of creative process that are at
least partially transferable across modalities. Rather than teaching students to see alphabetic
writing as entirely separate from all other forms of composing, we might instead engage students
in collaboratively investigating the interrelation of alphabetic writing and other arts” (49,
emphasis added). What stands out here is the implication that alphabetic, or traditional, writing
will be the place from which alternative media will be explored. In other words, compositionists
can reach out from their current placement to explore alternative media without first having to
transform or reconfigure the textual practices and perspectives they are embedded within. Such
an approach would, “demonstrate the unique disciplinary expertise that compositionists bring to
multimodality” (46). Namely, since compositionists are already versed in the instruction of
alphabetic writing, and all forms of composing carry some fundamental level of similarity, then
the starting point of alphabetic literacy can readily facilitate the instruction of other modes. On
this note Palmeri offers one concrete way of using the grounding of alphabetic literacy to set the
ground for other modes:
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As a way to help students begin to explore the unique affordances and limitations
of different modalities, we might engage them in actively attempting to transform
an argument from one modality to another. For example, students might attempt
to ‘translate’ the key argument of one of their alphabetic essays into a multimedia
slideshow that combines still images and spoken voiceover (using Imovie on a
mac or Movie Maker on a PC). As students attempt to select and arrange images,
spoken words, and titles to convey their argument, we can then prompt them to
write a reflection considering questions such as: what aspects of your argument
were easier to convey with images than words? Which aspects of your argument
were harder to convey with words, why? (47)
What stands out to me here is that Palmeri is not promoting his students to transform their
arguments. He is promoting them to translate textual practices into an alternate media. Though
students now employ spoken word and images alongside text, text remains the grounding of the
project. To what degree have students had the opportunity to participate with the non-textual
forms of appeal and argument made available by videographic composing if they were prompted
from the beginning to look for opportunities to reassert textual practices? Palmeri hedges by
assuring that “By reflecting about the experience of attempting to make a similar argument using
a variety of differing modalities, students can potentially develop a more nuanced understanding
of the unique affordances of visual, aural, and alphabetic forms of composing” (47). But students
in this case haven’t engaged the unique affordances of visual, or better yet videographic,
composing because they were never promoted to make contact with practices that would change
and transform their view of how an argument could be made. If Palmeri actually wanted to
facilitate contact with the more particularized practices of videography he would have had to
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promote students to not only consider but also engage how video arguments make moves that
textual arguments cannot. He would have prompted his students to transform their arguments to
perform without any text, using the distinctly videographic juxtaposition of images to create
meaning. This is not a reflective move but an inventional one. Students would not be able to
comprehend how video can make arguments that text cannot until they have had the opportunity
to compose video performances that do not take as their starting point alphabetic text. And such
a pedagogical maneuver itself would require that Palmeri be versed in video to have at least a
working knowledge of the particularities of video composing practices that are not the same as
alphabetic literacies. Palmeri does not think to promote his students to engage video in this way
because he has never given himself over to the alternative logic of videographic composition.
There may ostensibly be similarities between composing modalities, but my concern
becomes that focusing upon similarities does not aid us, or our students, in adapting to the
particularized practices of disparate media. Media may be inextricably composed of one another
but that should not call our attention away from the recognition that particularized media have
distinctively different logics, affordances and practices that are different from other media. What
goes unspoken in Palmeri’s pedagogical method are all of the compositional practices,
affordances and principles that cannot be transferred or thought of outside of distinctive
engagement with non-textually grounded modes. Jonathan Alexander and Jacqueline Rhodes
forward that translative methods that presume underlying similarities between media promote us
to “frequently use new media to foster the development of print-based literacies,” whereby we
“fail to recognize the particular rhetorical affordances of multimedia and the communicative
possibilities of thinking about ‘writing’ in terms of design, visuality and orality” (6). I share with
Alexander and Rhodes the concern that “the richness of multimedia, and the diversity of
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rhetorical affordances germane to the many dimensions of new media and multimedia, may
become lost as we incorporate these media into our classrooms and make them do the work of
‘writing’” (17). I will also forward their argument that “If students are to participate in
increasingly technologized public spheres, they should be equipped to take full advantage of the
specific rhetorical affordances of the media they are using” (19).
At this point we should reformulate the first claim informing the disconnect between
experience and multimodal pedagogy: Media are ultimately similar different to the point of
falling under overarching rhetorical principles or theories of rhetoric that can be applied to all
modalities operating out of distinctive logics, principles and practices that are not shared by other
media. On this view the experience of an instructor with a particular composition mode would
matter.
Or would it? We have still yet to contend with the second basis for the disconnect
between instructor experience and multimodal pedagogy: the issue of human agency over against
technological influence. While distinct media may carry their own distinctive logics, who is to
say that students won’t readily adapt to those distinctive logics with or without the aid of the
instructor?
I Have Agentive Control, and I’m Ok: Leaping from Media to Media as They Float Down
the Rivers of British Columbia!
The field’s engagement with electronic media has gone hand in hand with the concern for
that media to open up problematic relationships. Indeed, the work of Cynthia Selfe can in some
ways be summarized in the dictum to “pay attention and be vigilant” of the impact and influence
of computers and composing technologies (Selfe 1999). In a recent interview, Selfe highlighted
this point by observing that:
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The idea is how do you treat technology as the thing you would have it be, which
is to have it be an arena for artistic expression or an arena for communication, but
not in and of itself something to be worshipped without question. What we should
be paying attention to is how technology allows for expression, and also the idea
of how does it shape the communications we have and the endeavors that we
undertake. (Beck 351, emphasis added)
The concern here is that technology for technology’s sake would allow problematic relations to
go unquestioned, including but not limited to systemic structures of exclusion masked under the
narrative of neutral technological progress. The way to combat the dispersion of problematic
relations via technology, then, is to maintain some degree of control by treating technology “as
the thing you would have it be.” The loci in the relationship between human and technology in
this framing is the human, articulated concisely in Selfe’s assertion that “What persists in our
field is what resonates between and among people as we experience periodic explosions of
technology. Technology is not really as important as the people. So, we ask things like, does the
technology get in the way of what we are doing? Or does it help us in what we are doing? What
is the upshot?” (Beck 351). Technology in this framing is a tool for human use, which should be
maintained only so long as it does not infringe upon human goals and desires. During the same
interview Selfe pushes this point further:
we can’t allow our technology to eclipse our concern for human beings. We don’t
want that misdirection. We don’t want to focus on technology to the exclusion of
human beings. Technology allows us to make some connections that we wouldn’t
normally be able to make in terms of distance and time, but it also closes off some
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connections. We have to be careful and critical about what we are missing as well.
(Beck 352)
From this point of view, if tools begin to get out of hand then we can exhibit agency by changing
them or disrupting the ways in which they are used. Pedagogically, as well as critically, the
framing of technology as a tool masterable via human control has persisted as a core tenant
within multimodal rhetorics.
In Multilieracies for a Digital Age, Stuart Selber articulates perhaps the most overt
expression of the “technology as a tool” framework that informs much multimodal work within
the field. Selber asserts that, as a tool, the computer is “is merely the latest culturally constructed
apparatus for expanding the functional capabilities of users. Like other apparatuses, the computer
is a kind of prosthetic device that increases efficiency, enhances cognition, and spans temporal
and spatial boundaries” (36). Selber’s assertion here works from Marshall Mcluhan’s claim that
media are extensions of man, or rather extensions of human senses and capabilities, wherein
“The computer, as a tool, depends upon a user, who if skilled enough can use and manipulate its
(non-neutral) affordances to help reshape the world in potentially positive ways” (40). Once
more we find the onus of agentive control placed within the hands of the human being, over
against the technological. The upshot of the computer/technology as tool framing is that “the tool
metaphor is useful for discussions of agency because it can still help instill a sense of control in a
world increasingly permeated by technology” (40). So important is the notion of control for
Selber that he frames empowered users of technology as those that can effectively master
technology, rather than be inefficiently wrapped up in it without a clear sense of purpose, “A
variety of factors encourage empowerment, but controlling a computer enables effective use.
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Controlling a computer means that a student has the ability to harness the power of technology in
an increasingly systematic way” (46).
Selber and Selfe’s agentive stance, which sees technologies as “material products of
human activity and agency,” (Selber 86) inform another core tenant within multimodal
rhetorics—that human agency allows rhetors to ostensibly move and shift from one composing
medium to another. We can see this dynamic play out in discussions of the pedagogical focus
upon the rhetorical ends of a student’s engagement with a composing technology, “the tool
metaphor implicates users in the process of creating societal change by implying a humancomputer dyad and a self conscious relationship that is task-oriented” (Selber 41). Task
orientations promote students to use technologies as means to accomplish pre-established goals.
Selber echoes this point by stressing that “In these ways, computers are just means to an end,
tools with practical utility that users manipulate for their own, often immediate, purposes” (36).
Much akin to Selber, Jody Shipka’s task-based pedagogy sets as the basis of rhetorical invention
student goals that generate media and genre to accomplish student rhetorical ends, “when called
upon to set their own goals and to structure the production, delivery, and reception of the work
they accomplish in the course, students can: (1) demonstrate an enhanced awareness of the
affordances provided by the variety of media they employ in service of those goals” (“Taskbased” 283, emphasis added). Building upon Shipka, Palmeri similarly contends:
By engaging students in actively making and justifying choices about which
modalities, technologies, and genres will best help them achieve their rhetorical
goals, we can potentially help them develop a rich understanding of how
rhetorical concepts such as audience, context, and exigency can be applied and
adapted to diverse forms of composing. (48)
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The point reiterated across Selber, Shipka and Palmeri is that human agency allows students to
shift composing technologies to meet the ends or purposes that they have set up for those
technologies to inhabit. Each of these scholars depend upon a human/technology dualism,
whereby human beings can be removed from technological influence to the degree that some
level of control or mastery can be maintained. But is such control or mastery possible? Are we
removed to the point of being able to exert uninfluenced control over composing technologies?
Or, alternatively, are we so deeply embedded within the influential beings of the world around us
that thoughts of removed mastery are something akin to a perspectival illusion?
6

Anti-dualistic and posthumanist critiques of the human/computer dyad (Selber’s
phrasing) have troubled the eased separation between human intention and technological
influence—a human subject over against a technological object. For anti-dualists rhetors are
embedded within relationships with technologies to such a thorough degree that agency can
never be the sole or primary object of a removed/detached human being (Rickert 2014; Latour
1999). Subjects and Objects are inextricably networked through one another, as Byron Hawk
argues, “This notion of techne pushes the discussion away from a humanist conception of the
subject that is caught in a subject/object dilemma—do humans control technology or does
technology control humans? The human and technological are no longer seen in opposition but
as operating in complex ecologies.” Agency, then, is situated in “complex contexts that include
technology” (169). The things of the world influence us through and through, such that agency
can never be localized to a human agent that controls technology—attempts at mastery of
technology are always and already covering up or ignoring the constitutive influences that
6

I use the term “anti-dualism” to denote any approach that denies or dissolves a subject/object divide. This system
of thought is often called posthumanism or included under the umbrella of Postmodernism writ large as an extension
of the erasure of the modernist or cartesian subject. I prefer the term anti-dualism for its specificity in denoting
arguments that dissolve the separation between subject and object—moves that create the context for a constituted
understanding of human agency.
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inform and act as a backdrop for our actions (Heidegger 1977). In slightly different terms, our
contact with a particular composing technology is always and already haunted by the
backgrounded constitutive relationships we are embedded within with previous technologies.
In “The Haunting Story of J: Genealogy as a Critical Category in Understanding How
Writers Compose” Sarah J. Sloane works to reveal the ways in which writers’ “encounters with
new communicative technologies are always colored by memory, informed by learned response,
and haunted by earlier experiences with writing, reading, and communicative technologies” (50).
Rather than show up as autonomous agents capable of self consciously choosing our
relationships with composing technologies, Sloane draws our attention to the backgrounded
influences that inform how rhetors react to and conceive of new situations. In particular, Sloane
argues, “Embedded in most writers’ encounters with digital technology are the visible traces of
conventions, structures, and styles of communicating over paper,” because “paper was until very
recently an almost ubiquitous medium for communicating ideas, the dynamics of how that
medium structures discourse, how it locates important points, and how it favors particular styles,
are conventions largely invisible to today’s casual user—and, sometimes, to the composition
researcher.” Sloane contends that by focusing upon and acknowledging the backgrounded
influences of writers, “we can focus more narrowly on how a familiar medium like paper haunts
our encounters with a less familiar medium, the digitized, bit-mapped, two- and threedimensional texts that we encounter on a computer screen with the help of a mouse, keyboard,
joystick, or helmet and glove” (51). Sloane shows that all writerly encounters with new or
alternative media are informed by past experiences and relationships with previous composing
technologies. Thus adapting to a new mode of composition would require a reorientation of the
background practices that influence our approaches to writing and performance.
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If we are embedded within technological relationships then we are not as free as we
might think to readily and expediently move from one media to another—without undergoing
some kind of reversal, upheaval or shift. As Sloane persuasively argues, “If we are serious about
understanding the dynamics of the composing process, we must analyze how encounters with
today's writing technologies, especially computers, are themselves haunted by earlier versions of
textuality, speaking, authoring and reading” (51). As before we should return to the claim that
led us down this path and revise the argument accordingly. Our reformulated agentive stance
would claim: Human beings maintain some degree of agency is always-already embedded within
constitutive relationships with the things of the world—including composing technologies
outside of technological influence such that rhetors can move readily from one technology to
another based upon their desires and intentions.
So… What?
It is the purpose of this dissertation, then, to explore the repercussions of a multimodal
composition and pedagogy that accounts for the particularized practices, principles and
affordances of distinctive media and the degree to which human agency is always and already
embedded within and dispersed through technological ecologies. It is my intention to return to
the oft-overlooked question concerning experience and instruction to complicate the convention
that compositionists needn’t have any familiarity with a mode to teach it. Further, the project
explores the more distinctive practices and affordances of digital videography, which are often
left unspoken or paved over by attempts to frame videographic composing as similar to other
(conventionalized) modes. To this end I conducted a series of case studies of instructors and
students engaging documentary videographic projects within a first-year writing classroom. The
case studies provide a more complex picture of the interplay between academic genre
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conventions, alternative composing modes, instructor experience and influences, as well the
means by which students confront, adapt to and even ignore the distinctive practices of
videographic composing. Rather than take for granted that students readily and expediently take
on the practices of a new medium, the project employs an anti-dualistic empirical perspective
(drawn from the work of Bruno Latour and John Law) to trace the ways in which students
navigate the rigors of new composing modalities. The research questions informing this study are
two fold:
1) How might a media-specific and anti-dualistic composition contribute to or
complicate current theories of multimodal rhetoric?
2) How do actors (both human and nonhuman) take up, teach, resist and perform a
documentary videographic project within a first-year writing classroom?
Chapter Layout
In chapter two, I trace current approaches to multimodal pedagogy, providing an account
of how multimodal pedagogical methods developed and the ways in which prosumer, translative
and generalizable approaches were employed as warrants for the inclusion of multimodal
applications within composition and writing studies. In particular, I reveal a dominant strand of
multimodal rhetoric that I then work to articulate and challenge, the argument for overarching
rhetorical principles that apply to all modes of composing. Having addressed the pedagogical
grounding for an argument for overarching rhetorical principles, I present an alternate pedagogy
that argues for the recognition and instruction of the particularized principles, practices and
affordances of distinctive media. The chapter further analyzes contemporary approaches to video
pedagogy within the field before concluding by arguing for an attunement to the particularized
practices of videography outside of textual or translative approaches, helping to lay the
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groundwork for the empirical study that reveals the distinctions of videographic composing
(which are too often overlooked or distilled into other modalitites).
Chapter three addresses multimodal rhetoric’s persistent subject object dualism between
the intentions of human beings and technology. The chapter addresses the various ways in which
scholars of multimodal rhetoric have maintained a dualistic understanding of human being and
technological influence before articulating an anti-dualistic, constituted, understanding of
multimodal rhetoric outside of a subject/object divide. Rather than simply juxtapose one mode of
thought against another, however, the chapter argues for the reasons to take on an anti-dualistic
account, presenting the degree to which anti-dualistic rhetorics allow for radical self-questioning
in ways that dualistic framings can struggle with. Having conceptualized an anti-dualistic
approach to multimodal rhetoric, the chapter sets the stage for the empirical study of
videographic composing processes by forwarding an anti-essentialist empirical lens drawn from
the work of Bruno Latour and John Law (often referred to as Actor-Network Theory). The
chapter presents Actor-Network Theory as an extension of anti-dualism and an ideal
methodological perspective capable of tracing the complex ecological elements of a (new media)
composing situation.
Chapter 4 presents the findings of the actor-network case studies. The case studies follow
two composition classes engaging in videographic arguments within the genre conventions of
documentary video making. The chapter traces the development of the documentary assignment,
showing how various technological influences helped create the conditions for the documentary,
and how the videographic project was fused with academic conventions to become embedded
within the First-Year Composition curriculum. Focusing upon the actors within the composition
classrooms, I trace how the constitutive influences of the instructors and students impact how
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they navigated the rigors of videographic composing. Instructors and students without
backgrounded familiarity in video composition tended to struggle to adapt to the particularized
principles of documentary composing—missing out on key distinctions that are not present in
other forms of composition. In particular, students and instructors without familiarity with videocomposing tended to underplay the importance of non-linear editing as a primary compositional
source of revision within the videographic process. While some students were able to adapt to
the non-familiar affordances of video composition, the study found that the pedagogic
environment opened up by the instructor (based upon prior experience with videography) played
a significant role in students’ abilities to take up video composing. Even further, the study notes
the challenges that arose from the fusion of videographic practices and academic genre
conventions regarding group work and collaboration. Framing the documentaries as group
projects created difficulties in allowing all group members an opportunity to learn and perform
the primary composing processes of videography. The chapter concludes by questioning the
degree to which video composing can be inculcated in a single unit, offering pedagogical
suggestions to more fully integrate videography within the context of a writing classroom.
The fifth and final chapter draws out the repercussions of anti-dualism upon our notions
of rhetorical education, questioning the ways in which rhetors can call upon the available means
of persuasion within a given situation if they are always and already embedded within
constitutive practices that limit how a situation can show up and how they can respond in turn.
The chapter dissolves the apparent deadlock of how constituted subjects can approach rhetorical
situations by arguing for a persuasive method characterized by receptivity to difference, the
ability to allow one’s constitutive practices to be uprooted and re-organized by the distinctive
and unfamiliar elements latent in the situations rhetors find themselves within. The chapter
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argues that such an approach depends upon the training of rhetorically wise agents capable of
undergoing the discomfort of having their background practices reconfigured, a process that we
are constituted to shy, if not flee, away from. Building upon the imperative to undergo the
indeterminacy and discomfort of allowing one’s conventionalized practices to be reconfigured,
the chapter ends by arguing that multimodal rhetoric should embrace the opportunity for
nonfamiliar media to challenge our conceptions of rhetoric, rather than look for opportunities to
reassert what has worked with(in) previous modes and situations.
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Chapter Two: Multimodality And Its Discontents
The imposition to seek out and attend to more non-traditional and multimodal forms of
writing has become something of a normalized trope within the larger field of Rhetoric and
Writing Studies. From First Year Composition (Clark 2010; Alexander and Rhodes 2014) to
Writing Program Administration (Leverenz 2008; Takayoshi and Huot 2009), Rhetoric and
Writing Studies scholars have stressed the necessity for instructors of writing not only to
acknowledge but to actively immerse themselves and their students with(in) the means and
modes of non-traditional production (production that compliments, expands upon, or even
challenges, solely textual approaches). As Cynthia Selfe claims, the field's dependence upon text,
as “the only way to make or exchange meaning,” has served to limit us in at least two ways
(“Movement” 618). Textual dominance, according to Selfe, has limited our ability to expand the
repertoire for students to engage in a variety of persuasive performances, and it has also limited
our own endeavors to understand and even compose through non-traditional means. In many
ways Selfe works through Gunther Kress’ provocation that, “the single, exclusive and intensive
focus on written language has dampened the full development of all kinds of human potentials,
through all the sensorial possibilities of human bodies, in all kinds of respects, cognitively and
affectively” (85). Thus one main branch of the call for expanded performance is the utilitarian
aim to embed scholars, faculty, and students within the affordances of non-traditional media that
have transformed the argumentative landscape outside the walls of the academy (Blake-Yancey
2001). To engage in, and prepare students to work within, the rigor of contemporary composition
is to expand the boundaries of the conventionalized genres and modes that have long dominated
academic writing.
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Endemic to this effort to move toward non-traditional modes of performance is the
prevailing notion that though media may change, rhetorical principles largely stay the same
(Selfe 2009, Shipka 2007). In other words, even though scholars may not be familiar with the
modes and practices of disparate media they can still ground a non-traditional multimodal
pedagogy on rhetorical principles that transcend differentiations in media. Further, the nature of
contemporary non-traditional performance itself, i.e. new media, has created the conditions
wherein parochial separations between consumer and producer have dissolved. Students and
instructors are now emboldened with the expanded affordability and potentialities of pro-sumer
approaches—the production of genres via modes of production formerly limited to
“professionals” and “experts.” Wielding the expanded possibilities of pro-sumer approaches,
whereby multiple disparate modes are now made available, and grounded within overarching
rhetorical principles that accommodate across any number of variable media, rhetoricians and
students alike are able to engage with more multimodal forms of writing. Or are they?
The aim of this chapter is to articulate the larger calls for expanded performance and
outline dominant approaches to multimodal composition and pedagogy—grounded in various
ways within overarching rhetorical principles or translative approaches between traditional and
non-traditional modes. Having presented the dominant framing of multimodal composition, the
chapter will then turn to a steadily strengthening alternative stream. Counter to the main strand of
the multimodal turn, several scholars have begun to question the degree to which generalizable
rhetorical principles aptly cope with the distinctive productive and rhetorical possibilities of new
media. This is to say, moving from one medium to another may require a transformation in the
rhetorical skills and conceptualizations students and scholars work through, requiring a
reorientation of our practices. Over against overarching principles, these scholars contend that
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rhetorical principles are always and already specific to the features of a given medium—whereby
to work within web production is to engage in practices different from the practices embedded
within video or animation production. A heightened focus upon particularized media lays the
groundwork for this dissertation project: to explore the more distinctive pedagogic and
productive practices of digital video composition by tracing the ways in which video production
is facilitated and performed within a first-year writing classroom.
To Textuality and Beyond! Multimodal Calls
In “The Movement of Air, the Breath of Meaning: Aurality and Multimodal Composing”
Cynthia Selfe traces the historical relationship between aural/multimodal composing modalities
and the written word in English and Composition classrooms. Selfe reveals the dominance of
traditionalized textual approaches by asserting that “the history of writing in U.S. composition
instruction, as well as its contemporary legacy, functions to limit our professional understanding
of composing as a multimodal rhetorical activity and deprive students of valuable semiotic
resources for making meaning” (617). Noting that textual approaches have historically defined
themselves in opposition to non-traditional modes of expression, Selfe seeks to transcend an
either/or dichotomy to “encourage teachers to develop an increasingly thoughtful understanding
of a whole range of modalities and semiotic resources in their assignments and then to provide
students the opportunities of developing expertise with all available means of persuasion and
expression” (618). Allowing students more expansive semiotic resources will promote them to
“function as literate citizens in a world where communications cross geopolitical, cultural and
linguistic borders and are enriched rather than diminished by semiotic dimensionality” (618).
Selfe’s project sees multimodal resources as opportunities to extend the persuasive potentialities
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of students while also acknowledging and respecting alternative modes of expression typically
undercut or denied within writing instruction.
The argument for the expansion of available persuasive means is endemic to an entire
range of multimodal calls. Akin to Selfe, Nancy Kaplan warns against lingering within restrictive
traditional conventions by claiming that, “If our definition of literacy in this post-print era fails to
include construction (configuration) we will have a cognitively impoverished user, one who
cannot transfer working knowledge from one technological environment to another” (np). The
danger of staying within conventionalized performance, then, is the degree to which the
communication landscape continues to move and our failure to keep up with it constitutes a
regression to traditionalized forms that will no longer allow students to engage with the fuller
materiality of writing in various contexts.
It is exactly this disparity between the outer of the larger communication landscape and
the inner of the academy that fuels Kathleen Blake Yancey’s canonical CCCC’s address “Made
Not Only in Words.” Yancey posits a disparity between the digital-writing practices of writers in
the non-academic world and the traditional-practices promoted by the academy. In plainer terms,
Yancey argues that we have moved into a screen era while still largely instructing our students in
print. Contrary to traditional notions of literate practice, “The ability to negotiate through life by
combining words with pictures with audio and video to express thoughts will be the mark of the
educated student” (305). To adapt to the composing processes of evolving-digital writingpublics, while also helping cultivate skillful participants in those writing-publics, Yancey asserts
that we must formulate a new multi-modal composition: “This new composition includes
rhetoric and is about literacy. New composition includes the literacy of print: it adds on to it and
brings the notions of practice and activity and circulation and media and screen and networking
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to our conceptions of process” (323). The overarching goal of these calls for non-traditional
performance and multimodality is to cultivate a student capable of crossing media and, by virtue
of such crossings, become more persuasive and apt to participate in contemporary writing
situations. As Tracey Bowen and Carl Whithouse claim “as educators, we need to help students
become more aware of these ways of working across multiple modes of communication” (2).
Utilitarian and participatory warrants aside, multimodal calls have also centered upon the
capabilities of new media to cultivate student expression and subvert conventionalized social
roles.
In “Box-Logic” Geoffrey Sirc forwards new media as a means of cultivating student
passion and expression beyond the limiting impediments of conventionalized academic
discourse. Utilizing the metaphor of the wunderkabinett, quite literally a “wonder-cabinet”—a
space filled with idiosyncrasies, passionate found objects and awe inspiring contingencies—Sirc
seeks to reframe the writing student as a “passionate designer, with heart and soul as
compositional factors that need as much attention as hand, eye, or brain” (117). Key to the
processes of passionate design is a focus upon student lived experience and the (new) media that
make up students’ everyday life. Sirc contends that, “It’s important, I think, to have students
work with lived texts of desire (rather than, say, the middlebrow academia of a Jane Tompkins or
Mary Louise Pratt) in order to develop a passional aesthetic” (121). Sirc’s classes would promote
the writer as a “passionate re-fashioner of an idiosyncratic, metonymic world” whereby students
work “to find their own personal symbologies” (119-120). For Sirc the personal symbology can
never be contained within the boundaries of traditional essayistic convention, thus promoting an
attunement toward new media modes such as contemporary rap music, homage weblogs and
Avant-garde electronic performance (127). Though Sirc mounts a defense of new media and
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non-traditional performance based upon the need for students to explore and express the
challenging dynamics of their own lived experience (rather than a utilitarian call for expanded
persuasive means) his project mirrors the utilitarian aim in responding to the ways in which the
communication landscape has shifted:
In terms of transcending essayist prose, then, and all its
conventions/restrictions/impediments, the box offers a grammar which could
prove useful in guiding our classroom practice in light of rapidly shifting
compositional media: it allows both textual pleasure, as students archive their
personal collections of text and imagery, and formal practice in learning the
compositional skills that seem increasingly important in contemporary culture.
(116, emphasis)
The question now becomes: what shifts in writing landscapes have called forth these
contemporary reactions across the field of Rhetoric and Writing Studies? What roles have the
new media age cultivated (or transformed) that now influence the field’s evolving commitment
to non-traditional performance?
Prosumer Approaches: Or “Experts Schmexperts” Everyone Gets a Camera!
The new media era’s rapid technological expansion and reversal has undoubtedly
influenced the nature of contemporary writing. But past the shifting materiality of writing, from
print to screen and so on, the dissolving boundaries between consumption and production have
bore considerable influence in the availability and potentialities of disparate (new) media. Yet
prior to attending these transformations we might gain a better view by beginning with the “old
media” interrelations that preceded digital technologies. Prior to the arising of new media, David
Sheridan reveals that, “Historically, mediated communication-and the multimodal rhetoric
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associated with it-has been a one-way street, relegating nonspecialists to the role of consumers. If
technologies associated with the still camera have historically been withheld from nonspecialists,
the technology gap has been even more pronounced in the case of film, television, radio, and
print” (810). The gap between production and consumption sustained because “producing
content for these media has historically necessitated an ensemble of specialists (graphic
designers, photographers, cinematographers, script writers, producers, directors, editors) funded
by large corporations. Additionally, technologies of distribution have been designed to facilitate
communication of the few to the many rather than from the many to the many” (810). We might
be reminded here of black and white images of David R. Murrow types behind television
cameras and soundboards. The producers held the available means due both to training and
available resources.
These sets of relations began to shift, however, with the arrival of digital composing
technologies, wherein “Emergent technologies are altering this media asymmetry by providing
nonspecialists the resources necessary to create rhetorically effective multimodal compositions”
(810-811). Unlike prior asymmetrical relations of production and consumption:
The personal computer allows nonspecialists to manipulate visual and aural
semiotic elements in ways historically reserved for highly trained specialists.
Communicators who hope to make use of photographs, for instance, can turn to a
host of free or inexpensive applications that allow them to crop and zoom, adjust
color saturation, lightness, opacity, contrast, sharpness and so on. Likewise, many
of the editing operations crucial to rhetorically effective uses of film—the ability
to sequence footage, to cut between shots, to add music—are now easy to perform
using a standard computer and free or inexpensive software. Nonspecialists
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increasingly have access to applications that allow us to draw, paint, compose
music, and create animations. (Sheridan, 811)
Through new media, James Paul Gee shows, “people do not have to serve just as spectators for
the work of expert filmmakers, game designers, musicians, and news people; now they can
participate readily in such activities thanks to this enhanced role of production” (35). The binary
between producer and consumer has collapsed because “digital tools have allowed ‘everyday
people’ to produce and not just consume media. Today, they can use digital tools to create
movies, games, music, newscasts, and many other things. And the products of these efforts can
compete with professional work in appearance, and often in quality” (36). Gee further argues that
connected with the availability of digital composing technologies is an equally evolving
commitment to participatory culture, actively creating content that inspires other users to respond
in kind. Lev Manovich draws upon a similar point by observing that, “in [the] 2000s, we see a
gradual shift from the majority of Internet users accessing content produced by a much smaller
number of professional producers to users increasingly accessing content produced by other nonprofessional users” (10). Here we see the transformations that have in many ways fueled
multimodal and non-traditional calls within the field, whereby transformations in media have
allowed consumers to participate in processes of cultural and material production.
The digital fusion of producer and consumer created the conditions for students to engage
in modalities that had been previously impossible. As Jonathan Alexander asserts “Thanks to
advances in technology, students can now easily access and create media-convergent texts—texts
that use multiple media to create meaning. These new avenues of access and production allow
students to ‘talk back’ to texts, reworking, extending, remixing, and subverting meanings” (14).
Offering one of the first clear articulations of this argument, in “Prosumer Approaches to New
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Media Composition: Consumption and Production in Continuum,” Daniel Anderson recognizes
the positive possibility of the producer/consumer collapse by arguing for the pedagogical
inclusion of affordable technologies (principally digital video equipment):
While in the past only experts produced digital texts, new digital tools now blur
the boundary between producers and consumers. Many entry-level technologies
allow students to produce multimodal texts without expert knowledge. Students
can also repurpose existing texts in critical ways, using these technologies—for
instance, cutting together video clips using free or inexpensive film-editing
software. As producers and consumers, or “prosumers,” students are better able to
analyze digital texts because they have also produced forms of them. (np)
Anderson forwards prosumer approaches as a means of emboldening student literacies through
New Media production. He asserts that, “by producing, then, one is able to understand more and
can become a more critical consumer. But more importantly, I think, also is the ability to take
action or have some sense of agency by being a producer” Anderson goes on to claim that
“equipping students to participate in new media discourses empowers them to act in a world in
which the knowledge currencies are increasingly digital” (np). On that last note Anderson returns
us to the utilitarian warrant of non-traditional performance: engaging a world increasingly nontraditional requires non-traditional modes of performance. Emboldened by prosumer approaches,
where ‘experts’ are a thing of the past, the multimodal turn could now promote instructors and
rhetoricians to implant any number of composing modalities into the classroom for the
betterment of student performance, expression and reflective engagement with the complexities
of writing. Yet a sticky problem remained, how would pedagogues actually teach and open up
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productive composing environments for these disparate modes of performance if they themselves
had little to no experience with the affordances of new media?
The Argument for Overarching Rhetorical Principles

Figure 2.1: Kairos Facebook Account
I imagine that the writer of the Kairos journal’s Facebook account would have never
imagined that an idle post would make its way into a dissertation, let alone receive criticism for
the premise of the posting. However petty the following close reading may become, the Kairos
Facebook posting reveals one of the dominant framings that has promoted teachers of writing to
embed new media into writing curricula. Indeed this dominant framing, which argues that
rhetorical principles endure regardless of technological change, has influenced much of the
field’s response to the disruptive question concerning expertise: whether teachers require
experience to teach a new mode. In Toward a Composition Made Whole, Jody Shipka contends
that it is a misconception to believe that “multimodal frameworks necessarily require new
pedagogical approaches” (107). Responding to a student engaging in a modality she herself was
not at all familiar with, Shipka observes that she could give little feedback in terms of the
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material composing practices the student engaged within (in this case composing an argument on
a pair of ballet shoes):
I had no idea of how big each hand written character should be in order to ensure
that the entire draft of the word-processed text translated successfully to the
shoes. Further, given the complex and multiple surfaces she had to work with
(four laces or ribbons plus the soles, sides, and tops of both shoes), I could not say
that it necessarily made more sense to start with the toe of the right shoe and
continue up one lace and down the other, and so on. (109)
Shipka reflects that “I could, however, provide her with a repertoire of strategies and questions,
guiding her through a set of basic rhetorical principles that helped to underscore the importance
of thinking both carefully and critically about the contexts, goals, and purposes of one’s work
and to consider the various ways one might go about achieving those goals” (110). Here Shipka
appeals to rhetorical principles, namely concepts of rhetorical situation, audience, and goals,
which transcend the practices and distinctions of a particular medium (I.e. “Technologies
change, but rhetorical principles endure”). Calling upon Takayoshi and Selfe, Shipka agrees that
“whether instructors teach [an entirely] written composition solely or multimodal composition,
their jobs remains essentially the same: to teach students effective, rhetorically based strategies
for taking advantage of all available means of communicating effectively and productively, to
multiple audiences, for different purposes, and using a range of genres” (Takayoshi and Selfe 9).
Patricia Suzanne Sullivan observes that Shipka, Takayoshi, and Selfe’s approach “doesn’t
suggest that new technologies or new media pose any significant challenges to our concepts of
rhetoric or to traditional rhetorical principles” (150). To this end Burton and Huot argue, in
Selfe’s edited collection Multimodal Composition: Resources for Teachers, “we need to teach
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students not only how to compose in multiple modalities, but also how to connect their
understanding with rhetorical principles that guide all language use” (100). From the perspective
of overarching rhetorical principles, teachers needn’t necessarily familiarize themselves with the
practices of distinctive media to effectively facilitate all available means since rhetorical
principles such as audience recognition, identification, rhetorical appeal and persuasive purpose
apply to all media, or as Jason Palmeri expresses, “theories of rhetoric and process can travel
across modalities” (153). Palmeri strikingly furthers this position in arguing that we should
“reclaim our heritage as a field dedicated to helping students develop a robust understanding of
rhetoric and creative processes that they can apply and adapt to all the diverse forms of
alphabetic, auditory and visual composing they are likely to encounter in their lives” (152,
emphasis added). He goes on to claim that while many FYC programs will necessarily place
onus on alphabetic writing, “I would suggest that it is reasonable for writing program
administrators and faculty to begin transforming curricula to include one formal assignment
sequence in which students attempt to ‘translate’ an argument from one modality to another”
(152). Palmeri’s reference to translating arguments is an important note. Alongside arguments
for overarching principles, the translation approach has become a second primary approach to
coping with distinctive media.
The translation approach reveals disparate media through the inventional lens of another
medium. In plainer terms, translational approaches tend to offer textual approaches as a starting
point from which to explore alternative modalities, revealing distinctions between the textual and
non-textual in the process. Palmeri observes that “as students engage in the process of attempting
to translate an argument from one modality to another, we can then ask them to reflect critically
about the unique affordances and limitations of various forms of composing—preparing them to
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make informed rhetorical choices about which modalities will best enable them to convey their
7

persuasive arguments” (152-153). Similarly employing a translation approach, Erik Ellis argues
for the adaptability of the academic essay into other media by claiming “familiarity with a
specific genre will help one reconstruct that genre in a new rhetorical context” (See also Whipple
2010 and Truman 2010). He further contends that “the essay’s unique suppleness enables it to
glide into new media, broadly speaking, in ways that other genres cannot’” (39). Timothy J.
Briggs uses the concept of remediation (see chapter 1) to build inventional connections between
familiar and unfamiliar media:
For my pedagogy, the framework of remediation is essential in building bridges
between alphabetic and multimodal composing. Because 75% of my students
have never composed a video for a school assignment using video editing
software, I have my students compose their research-based arguments in the
familiar medium of writing first and then remediate their arguments into the
unfamiliar medium of video. As a noun remediation helps guide my students in
analyzing video arguments to see how they are similar to written arguments. For
example, as a class we examine the ways that claims and evidence can play out in
video. As a verb, the act of remediation asks my students to consider how they
might represent aspects of their academic arguments in their video arguments.
(np)

7

We might note here the readiness with which Palmeri argues that students are capable of immediately grasping the
various affordances of disparate media without having entered into their particularized methods of performance.
Such a framing, which reveals rhetors as removed to such a degree that they can ostensibly see all available means
of any media, will be drawn into question in the following chapter.
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We find once more another problematic warrant for the inclusion of any mode into writing
curricula, regardless of familiarity: text can act as a fertile starting point from which students
branch out into other modes.
From the view of overarching rhetorical principles and translation-based approaches,
multimodal instructors are now armed with the conceptual and practical apparatuses to promote
student recognition and participation with the wider available means of persuasion. By
embedding new media into existing pedagogical approaches and practices we find a pervasive,
and dare I say “dominant,” framing of multimodal composition that effectively sidesteps the
necessity to become familiarized with alternative media. If unfamiliar media create a wound like
uncertainty upon the body of pedagogical practice, (“Don’t I need to know something about this
mode to teach it?”), generalizable rhetorical principles and translation approaches bandage and
soothe the wound. But one of the multimodal call’s formative texts appears to offer a wrench in
the smooth functioning of this argument. Kathleen Blake Yancey observed that new media
composition “will re-quire a new expertise of us as it does of our students” (305). Sarah J.
Arroyo also asserts that participatory driven new media composition “requires rapid remixing of
identity formation, technical savvy, rhetorical skills, and participation in networks” (24). Arroyo
and Yancey seem to tug at the bandage, inviting us to question: to what degree has multimodal
pedagogy and practice become receptive to the remixes called forth by alternative media? Do
generalizable principles really apply to all media? And are there limits to grounding alternative
modes in text?
Distinctive Media, Particularized Rhetorical Principles and Practices
In response to the larger call to take up the affordances of non-traditional modalities,
recent scholarship has begun to question the degree to which multimodal studies have dealt with
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new media on their own terms. This is to say, scholars have begun to call attention to the
distinctive practices and capabilities of new media that cannot be subsumed under overarchinggeneralizable rhetorical principles or translative approaches. In On Multimodality: New Media
and Composition Studies, Jonathan Alexander and Jacqueline Rhodes call attention to the
distinctive affordances, processes and practices of particularized media. They argue, “multimedia
have their own rich and varied histories, they have their own distinct modes, logics, methods,
processes and capabilities” (4). Alexander and Rhodes further advocate for the recognition of
“media-specific rhetorical affordances, diverse modes and platforms of creation and delivery,
and a multiplicity of communicative strategies” (3). Despite overarching calls for expansion via
non-traditional modalities “evidence remains that composition may not quite yet be meeting the
challenge of incorporating multimodal and multimedia into its understanding of itself,” (5)
because “composition often just ‘includes’ the multimodal, co-opting it as an ‘extension of
traditional composition,’ as opposed to exploring how multimodality challenges our rhetorical
predispositions in privileging print textualities” (4, emphasis added). Revealing the degree to
which multimodal composition has struggled to explore the challenges of new media, the
scholars observe:
Students, for instance, ‘write’ multimodal ‘texts’ that ‘argue’ points. While such
work often enlivens and energizes both faculty and students, particularly as it
builds on student interest in new media technologies, this work has tended to treat
new media as though they were actually new. In the process, multiple rhetorical
capabilities of media—sound, visuals, video, and other multimodal media—have
been elided, and the rich histories of those capabilities with them. In our push to
assert our own disciplinarity, we have perhaps privileged text-based forms of
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writing to the extent that we rarely address the specific invention, delivery, and
rhetorical possibilities of other types of composition in our classes. (3)
Failing to pay attention to the “specific rhetorical and production capabilities of new and
multimedia” may limit our ability to “understand the challenges that multimedia bring to
understanding ‘literacy’ and communicative possibilities in the twenty-first century. We may fail
8

to meet our students’ most pressing needs as communicators” (5).

The move to include multimodal performance under overarching rhetorical principles has
more times than not revealed new media forms of writing through the lens of conventional
modalities (i.e. calling upon textual practices to inform non-textual modes of production)
effectively limiting the available means of persuasion rather than enhancing them. While many
new media forms retain some degree of “textuality” (notably web production), conventionalized
practices often impoverish mew media forms that operate beyond a more textual scope. Or, as
Alexander and Rhodes claim, “the creation of the ‘essay’ or the composed text remains
dominant, regardless of the medium” (45). Contemporary approaches to videographic composing
in particular have largely continued to be revealed in terms of conventionalized textual practices.
These approaches have, in the words of Bradley Dilger, wrapped conventional literacies in an
electronic shell (123).

8

Considering the move to cope with new media according to their own methods, it may be helpful here to pause and
juxtapose my argument with the work of Gregory Ulmer and Jeff Rice. Rice, extending the work of Ulmer, seeks to
offer generalizable rhetorical principles that work through/can be applied to any number of new media (Cool 7).
Working from the perspective of electracy, the electronic/digital equivalent of what “literacy” is to the print
apparatus, Ulmer and Rice seek to invent “practices of reasoning and communicating in ways native to new media”
(xi). These practices can be applied within virtually any medium by calling upon the modes of reasoning and logic
of new media at large. In this way Rice and Ulmer act as an inverse mirror image of Selfe, offering overarching
principles that are generative of any number of media but do not work within the logic of traditional media. My
approach, unlike Rice and Ulmer’s, seeks to deal with the particularities of particular media rather than generate
overarching rhetorical styles that can transfer from one (new) media to another).
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In “After Digital Storytelling: Video Composing in the New Media Age,” Megan
Fulwiler and Kate Middleton explore dominant approaches to videographic composition.
Fulwiler and Middleton observe that “given the expanding possibilities for video in both the
culture and the classroom, it’s curious that the primary pedagogical model for novice video
production remains that of ‘digital storytelling’—a format not only based on industrial-age
technology that predates our current technological capabilities, but one that is also deeply
imbricated in the cultural logic of old media” (40). Fulwiler and Middleton explore the impact of
“Digital Storytelling” a heuristic for video composition produced by the Center for Digital
Storytelling (CDS) that “provides educators with a simplified version of professional filmmaking
represented as a seven-step formula that begins with writing, moves to filming, and finishes with
editing” (40). They work to reveal the limitations of applying a sequential model of composing
to videographic practices by showing how the “CDS process replicates old media logic, i.e., film,
and may unwittingly foreclose upon productive and important composing processes engendered
by new media operations” (40). Contrary the logic of old media, video composition is “neither
predictably structured nor necessarily premised on the primacy of print” and “requires new skills
and reference points that arise from the cultural logic of new media to guide production” (41).
While approaches that reveal new media in terms of older media logics certainly allow students
to cope with new modalities, Fulwiller and Middleton argue that “Our new historical moment,
however, enjoys a different cultural logic with its own attendant practices, possibilities, and
processes grounded in the characteristics inherent to new media: variability, mutability,
modularity” (41). Contra Shipka’s claim that new modalities do not transform pedagogical
approaches, Fulwiler and Middleton claim that “in order to be responsive to the emerging
literacies and expectations of our students, teachers need to reconsider not only the kinds of texts
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we teach, but also how we teach the new processes associated with new media texts” (42). “After
Digital Storytelling” shows that “our focus should not rest on the fact that new media tools shift
traditional notions of text-based practices, but rather must encompass the realization that an
important set of new processes intrinsically tied to new technologies has come to light,” whereby
we must “recognize that to make new media is to enact new methods of composing that are
specific to new forms” (43). Two new forms that Fulwiler and Middleton identify, that are
specific to digital video, are compositing and new recursivity.
Whereas many approaches view video in terms of its potentiality to act as a one-to-one
correlation of the written word (i.e. a narrator speaks of doves and an image of doves appears)
compositing points to the creation of meaning via layering of video elements independent of
direct association with written or spoken text. The act of compositing “rejects the one-to-one
relationship in which a still image is matched to a corresponding word or idea, and at its best
explores the potential metaphoric, metonymic, ironic and surreal relationships among the various
channels to produce unexpected shifts in tone, theme, and employment” (43). Alongside
compositing, Fulwiler and Middleton call attention to the distinctive recursive practices of video
composing. Unlike textual models that understand video composition in terms of fidelity to a
script that is written, shot and then edited (write/shoot/edit), Fulwiler and Middleton call
attention to the transformative processes that occur across all the subprocesses of video making,
which they term new recursivity. New recursivity is the process by which “composers circle
back through the progression of composites to assess the video’s themes, tone, and narrative
direction—a process that requires working with all the modalities (alphabetic text, still/moving
image, and sound) and escapes the tidy confines of a sequential model” (44). Fulwiler and
Middleton go on to warn against paving off the distinctions of particular media:
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If, as teachers invested in guiding students in video composition, we continue to
rely on a model that privileges alphabetic text and the use of still images, we run
the risk of not only failing to engage with all of the tools new media has to offer,
but also of relying on an anachronistic process model that is divorced from users’
actual composing practices and increasingly less relevant for describing the actual
cultural products they are now actively making. (49)
In addressing the distinctive practices of videography, Fulwiler and Middleton attend to
Alexander and Rhodes’ provocation that “not everything is writing; we would do well to remind
ourselves that the ‘distinct logics’ and ‘different affordances’ of various media and modes are not
reducible to one another. We ignore this fact to the detriment of our own and our students’
understanding of the richness of new and multimedia” (17).
Building upon the work of Fulwiler and Middleton, as well as Alexander and Rhodes, the
dissertation seeks out and analyzes the ways in which videographic practices play out within the
concrete circumstances of a first-year writing course. This is to say, rather than bounce back and
forth between mutually opposing perspectives that disagree upon the nature of media and the
necessity of facilitating particularized practices, my project explores how these dynamics play
out within the classroom, grounding the scholarly conversation in such a way that we can see the
material impact of our pedagogical approaches upon student performance.
The Case Study: Videography and the Writing Classroom
Attending to the methods specific to new media production entails a renewed attention to
the distinctive practices indicative of particular modes of performance. Recognizing the necessity
of dealing with new media according to their own productive logic, I conducted grounded case
studies of the practices of student videographers and composition instructors engaged in
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documentary videography to question and reveal how the more distinctive skills necessary to
operate within videographic performance play out within a writing classroom. While several
studies have sought to theorize student engagement with non-traditional forms (let alone offer
heuristics to guide overarching multimodal production—see Porter 2009), limited work has
seriously taken up the distinctive processes of videographic production (outside of the
generalization that it “takes a village” to learn them—See Leverenz 2008; Takayoshi and Huot
2009). Rhetoricians have tended to focus upon the ostensible affordances made available through
digital video (Briggs 2014; Carter and Arroyo 2011; Dubisar and Palmeri 2010; Kopp 2010) and
the pedagogical experiences of instructors and students working with video (Cushman 2011;
Halbritter 2011; Pennell 2010; Meeks and Illyasova 2003) rather than the videographic processes
of production itself. Videographic production is often black boxed into the stable form known as
“multimodality”—effectively paving over the distinctive features of videographic argumentation
and practice in favor of being bundled amongst other non-traditional forms, or as extensions of
traditional composition (Fadde and Sullivan 2009).
A notable exception to this tendency, however, is Bump Halbritter’s Mics, Cameras,
Symbolic Action. Halbritter forwards that instructors require familiarity with the functional
literacies of distinctive media to be able to read those media as writers (i.e. to be able to identify
and pick apart how particular rhetorical moves were made within a medium such that they can
learn from and make similar moves themselves). Addressing styles of listening to an album of
music, Halbritter claims that:
Unless we understand the process by which the music was recorded, we may not
have a window to the writer’s writerly choices—the things the presentprogressive writer/recorder is doing and the nature of the things with which the
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writer works. To view those choices, we need a familiarity with the process of
recording—a functional literacy—so that we can begin to hear the layers of music
separately. Once we do that, we can begin to hear—to read—as a writer/producer
and not solely as a reader/consumer. (Mics 31-32)
Building upon this stance, Halbritter persistently promotes his audience to take on that writers
teach writing –functional familiarity with a medium promotes more nuanced ways of facilitating
instruction, “Teaching with multiple forms of writing requires a commitment to engaging new
forms of writing as both a writer and as a student—because a writer teaches writing and writing
is epistemic” (Mics 63). To this end Halbritter’s project calls attention to many of the distinctive
features of videographic production: audio and video recording, multi-layering of audio/video
elements upon an editing timeline and the grammar of videography (shot composition, angle,
juxtaposition of images). While Halbritter does much to point our attention to the particularized
practices of video production, my project seeks to contend with how those practices and
processes are facilitated within a first-year writing classroom—providing a contrast between the
field’s articulation of what should happen and what does happen within the concrete setting of a
course.
The impetus of the empirical portion of this dissertation, then, is to explore how
videographic composing practices are taught, taken up, resisted, or even paved over within a
first-year writing classroom. Due to the prevailing remediated view of multimodality (that modes
are inextricably composed of one another, and thus ultimately similar at some basic level)
limited studies have contended with the means by which students and instructors come in contact
with and navigate non-familiar modalities of performance (beyond assuming that the actors
involved will readily shift and “take advantage” of the new composing means). Further, a
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grounded study of a writing classroom engaged in videographic composing processes provides a
meaningful opportunity to address and complicate many prevailing pedagogic and performative
conventions, opening up questions that are too often left unattended. These largely taken-forgranted lines of inquiry might easily become:
•

How do students and instructors cope with the rigors of videographic composing?

•

What role does the familiarity/expertise of the instructor play in the facilitation of
video performance?

•

Do “overarching rhetorical principles” facilitate the more distinctive practices of
video composing? Do students pick up the more distinctive practices of video
composing regardless of the pedagogic environment opened up by the
instructor/class/genre of the assignment?

•

How do students of variable backgrounds and skillsets adapt to modes of
performing they may not already be familiar with? How do instructors aid this
process?

The case study attends to these questions, and generates further realms of inquiry, by tracing the
complex interrelations that make up a writing classroom engaging in documentary videography.
In this way the dissertation contributes to studies that trace the complex ecological elements that
compose a writing situation (Rice 2014; Shipka 2012).
My project, drawing upon the insights of the empirical studies, forwards the premise that
attending to particularized composing processes can cultivate new pedagogic and compositional
perspectives that more readily and appropriately cope with the complexities of new media
production. Questioning the means by which instructors and students navigate the distinctive
practices of videographic production places this project in a position to respond to Fulwiler and
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Middleton’s claim that “It’s time to examine and understand the dynamics of not only the new
forms of textual products, but also the emerging composing processes” (47).
We should be mindful here, however, as attending to the distinctive methods of
videography does not imply the generation of a definitive set of stabilized/overarching practices
that are true or representative of all videographic composing situations. Such an effort proves
equal parts impossible and undesirable. Non-traditional performances cannot be sterilized into a
concretized concept, or set of concepts, that can then be understood, transmitted and used to
cope with the indeterminacies of any situation. In the terms of the post-process movement, the
deeply multivalent, ecologically complex, nature of language and performance cannot be
captured or contained within a coherently reproducible theory. But does the postmodern insight
that our concepts do violence to the ultimately unmasterable complexity of phenomena put us in
a position of ostensible stalemate? (I.e. the “classical” post-process position that writing cannot
be theorized and thus cannot be taught). Or is there a way in which we can trip back and forth
between contingent theorizations/practices and disruptive complexity that would see our
practices transformed?
In “Cutting the Edge of the Will to Truth; Or, How Post-Process Pedagogy is Biting Its
Own Tail” Drew Kopp offers a performative middle ground between the drive to theorize
customary metanarratives (that can then be reproduced to cope with variable situations) and the
disruptive indeterminacy that attempts to unravel customary practices by revealing their
contingency. Kopp begins by articulating the modes of being operant in the process and postprocess movements, which he coins, following Nietzsche, as the will to truth and the will to
power. The will to truth, characteristic of the process movement’s attempts to codify language
into a series of reproducible steps that can be taught and mastered, constitutes Cartesian
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subjectivity, “the tendency to trust only that which we already know with certainty” (146).
Cartesian subjectivity, emboldened by the will to truth, works to reproduce customary
understandings that afford a sense of certainty, mastery, and productivity (in the sense of
“knowing what to do”). As Kopp explains, “the will to truth supplies explanations that readily
become universal and can therefore explain multitudes of particulars while providing a guide for
action” (156). This will to codify variant experiences into the already understood is what Richard
Rorty calls normal discourse (Kuhn posits this very same process as normal science). In
“essence,” the will to truth is characterized by similarity, viewing phenomena through the
paradigmatic lens of a customary perspective (style of being). In contrast to the will to truth's
stabilization of meaning, the will to power upsets and disrupts Cartesian self-certainty (such as
the Cartesian attempt to codify and master writing). The will to power arises to break up our
attempts to maintain current understanding, exposing us to the indeterminacy of language
through the lens of difference. The disturbance of the will to power arises through what Kendall
Phillips calls contradictions, elements of the uncaptureable Real that refuse to fit in with current
knowledge (i.e. a Lacanian Real). The emergence of contradictions, the will-to-power, “creates
the condition for change and transformation. These are spaces of dissension because they are
places where the incoherence and contingency of the discourse is experienced directly and,
therefore, the production of dissenting discourse becomes possible for those who have
momentarily recognized the instability” (335). This dissenting discourse, which challenges the
customary, is what Rorty posits as “abnormal discourse” (See also Kuhn's “Revolutionary
Science”). Kopp reveals the interplay between the will to truth and the will to power by
revealing:
Where the will to truth prescribes ways for us to be, the will to power brings us to un-
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be, or as Ballif argues, following Baudrillard, it seduces us out of our subjectivity to
"think the impossible" (151). While the critical focus of the will to truth justifies
turning the episteme of others into dismissible doxa, the deconstructive will to
power dethrones episteme as derivative of doxa. (157)
Calling upon these mutually opposing modes of being, Kopp seeks to honor both the will
to truth and the will to power as necessary conditions of being in the world. Whereas the process
position has erred in its adherence to a set of theories and practices that limit the complexity of
language and the indeterminacy of the situations we find ourselves within, the post-process
position equally errs in its attempt to evade the will to truth all together and never rest upon a
customary understanding or series of practices—as if rhetors could perform without any
normalized practices or taken-for-granted theorizations of any kind. Kopp’s middle path would
cultivate a rhetorical subjectivity capable of performing “with integrity to a commitment (the
will to truth) while being receptive to indeterminacy (the will to power) within the unique and
unpredictable particularities of our lived situations” (176). That is, we would trip back and forth
between the will to truth and the will to power, working through theories and practices that allow
us to be within the world while simultaneously owning the contingency of our practices and
becoming receptive to the indeterminacy of situations that would transform our styles of
performance (which would then become customary practices themselves, rinse and repeat).
The effort of this project, then, is to attend to the particularities of videographic
composing practices, embedded within the distinctive setting of a UTEP writing classroom, with
the aim of drawing disciplinary and pedagogical commonplaces (i.e. perspectives that are now
constitutive of the will to truth) into conversation with actual sites of production that hold the
potentiality of positive disruptions and reorientations (the will to power). Which is to say, the
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project will seek to generate productive questions, challenges and complications that fellow
scholars and pedagogues can bring into contact with their own work and instruction, which they
would then in turn open to the transformative possibilities embedded within their own particular
sites. In this way we will practice theories “as they emerge: by both working with established
forms as well as inventing new ones as they become timely and necessary” (Arroyo 111).
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Chapter Three: Toward An Anti-Dualistic Multimodal Rhetoric
The Cartesian “I” appears to have fallen ill in rhetorical theory at large. The Cartesian
ego, an independent/coherent self over against an outer world of influences, has (in)famously
come under fire via anti-dualistic critiques of both enlightenment values in general and
Descartes’ project in particular. In other words, anti-dualists (theorists who deny a subject/object
divide) have starkly reframed the self-conscious/autonomous self as constituted via complex
linguistic, cultural and material interrelations (Rickert, Ambience 25). According to Diane D.
Davis, the Cartesian “stable self has exploded” (7). In slightly different terms, “Action is not
done under the full control of consciousness; action should rather be felt as a node, a knot, and a
conglomerate of many surprising sets of agencies that have to be slowly disentangled” (Latour,
Reassembling 44). Thus “I” am invariably set up by the language and modes of being that I have
inherited and that have constituted me as such. Further, we are only in so much as “we” are
constituted, composed, by the influential beings of the world, be they linguistic, cultural,
material, even technological. Yet this final influential being, which I have placed in scare-italics,
remains a point of considerable contention.
The influence of technology persists as a contested concept within many of rhetoric’s
subfields, particularly multimodal rhetorics. Indeed, dominant multimodal conceptions of
technological influence ask, “How will we use technology? How will we design technology?
How will we engage technology?” (Porter 388, emphasis added). There appears to be a coherent
“we” that exists outside of technological influence, which can then choose what is to be done
with the technological. As Nancy Bray observes, “technologies are human creations,” whereby
rhetors must play a role of “adapting them to our needs” (207). Yet am I playing a semantic
game here? Surely reading English sentences, which demand a subject over against an object, is
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unfair! But this dualistic trend in multimodal rhetoric is not an unfortunate phrasing. This is to
say: multimodal rhetorics have tended to retain the coherent Cartesian self, in the form of an
intentional human agent with desires and purposes untouched by the influence of technology.
Multimodal rhetoric’s retention of the coherent self plays out through the commonplace
that technologies can fail to meet what “we” want, “many technologies fail to respond to our
needs as writers.” (Bray 208). But recognizing this failure allows us to “appreciate that we can
assert agency in our choice of and interaction with our writing technologies” (Bray 219). When
one tool does not meet “our needs” we can select a different tool that more fully adapts to our
intentions (Shipka, Toward 38). In this way students and scholars alike can reflect upon the
affordances of distinct media and select the most appropriate ecology of technologies to meet
their inventional requirements.
At this point one might rightfully ask, “so what?” And further, “why does multimodal
rhetoric’s retention of the Cartesian ego matter? We create technologies and choose what to do
with them.” And yet this is exactly the claim that my project seeks to bring into question. While
the field of multimodal rhetoric has worked to consider the ways in technologies mediate “our”
intentions (principally in the form of affordances that impact our modes of performance) we
remain largely blind to the degree that we ourselves are always and already fundamentally
emplaced, fully constituted, by the technologies we purport to have intentions outside of. As
Thomas Rickert observes, “the priority accorded human concerns and status more or less holds
fast, so that attempts to consider material environments or objects as having a kind of agency or
power in their own right remain marginal, and such attempts are sometimes reproached as being
antihumanist, determinist, or vitalist” (Ambience 22). The goal of this chapter, then, is to theorize
a non-dualistic multimodal rhetoric that does not retain a recalcitrant Cartesian agency. The
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chapter will argue that “the assumption of autonomy, presence, and control ignores the ambient,
unconscious, habitual elements of invention that emerge out of the complex technological
systems that human bodies inhabit today,” wherein agency is situated in “complex contexts that
include technology” (Hawk 169). The chapter’s ultimate purpose will serve to illustrate the
reason to take on non-dualistic notions of technology. To this end the project asks: is there a
danger in conceptualizing ourselves as capable of preserving an interior agency outside of
technological ecologies? Is this notion that we can become technological masters itself an
inherited mode that “we” are not in “control” of? And finally, what possibilities arise when we
acknowledge our own most emplacement within deep ecologies? Having conceptualized an antidualistic approach to multimodal rhetoric, the chapter then sets the ground for the dissertation’s
empirical study of videographic composing processes by forwarding an anti-essentialist
empirical lens drawn from the work of Bruno Latour and John Law (often referred to as ActorNetwork Theory). The chapter presents Actor-Network Theory as an extension of anti-dualism
and an ideal methodological perspective capable of tracing the complex ecological elements of a
(new media) composing situation.
Cartesian Dualism and the Problem of Control: Or What’s Running You?
During Martin Heidegger’s (in)famous rectorial address to the university of Freiburg, the
German philosopher claimed that “a revolution in leading concepts has been going on for the
past several centuries, [and] by which man is placed in a different world. This radical revolution
in outlook has come about in modern philosophy. From this arises a completely new relation of
man to the world and his place in it” (Poetry 50). Here Heidegger is referencing the work of
Descartes, whose Discourse on Method articulated the subject-object divide that has
characterized the dominant strand of modern Western philosophy. In asserting Cogito Ergo Sum
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(I think therefor I am) Descartes split human being from the world, as a detached/reflective
observer. As Lynn Worsham illustrates:
What is most decisive about the subject-object dichotomy therefore, is that
human being is no longer imbricated in the world and nature as a fellow
creature. Both the world and nature become objects over against a subject
who sees its primary task as the control and regulation of social practices
and natural processes through the objectification of the world and nature.
(“Question” 208)
The subject over against an object that must be drawn into adequate control more than aptly
illustrates one of the dominant conceptualizations of human being and technology within
multimodal rhetorics (Hawk 165). Yet here I cannot doubt that many in my discursive
community may prickle at this claim. Have not multimodal rhetorics already responded to the
provocations of antidualism in the form of the posthumanist movement? The answer to this
question becomes equal parts “yes” and “no,” insofar as posthumanism has been translated into
multimodal rhetorics while retaining a recalcitrant dualism.
In Jim Porter’s highly influential “Why Technology Matters to Writing: A Cyberwriter’s
Tale,” Porter juxtaposes two approaches to the human-technology relationship: humanism and
posthumanism. Humanism, Porter claims, is a binary approach: the human and “the machine are
separate entities; this approach, of course, generally favors and celebrates the human over the
machine” (386). Posthumanism, on the other hand, “explores cyborgian hybridity, the
connectedness between human–machine.” Porter calls upon Donna Haraway to claim, “such an
approach begins by recognizing that ‘there are no essential differences or absolute demarcations
between bodily existence and computer simulation, cybernetic mechanism and biological
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organism, robot teleology and human goals’” (387). While Porter appears here to collapse the
binary between human intentions and technology, he goes on to reassert the human/technology
divide in asserting, “The posthumanist framework is an engaged metaphor that asks about human
use, and that intervenes in technology design, that asks how we can shape technologies to
improve human life,” (emphasis added). This leads Porter to ask, “How will we use technology?
How will we design technology? How will we engage technology?” (388). What stands out in
these claims is that Porter has not fully taken on Haraway’s provocation that there is no
separation between “robot teleology and human goals.” That is, there is no “interior” human
agency that exists outside of technological influence to the point where we could independently
shape technology. A fully posthumanist position, what I will call an anti-dualist position, would
not preserve a distinction between human desires and technological ecologies. However, Porter’s
work is not the last multimodal project to take up the posthumanism of Donna Haraway while
also inadvertently preserving a human/technology divide.
Jonathan Alexander and Jacqueline Rhodes call upon the work of Haraway in On
Multimodality: New Media in Composition Studies in order to argue that, “we must look
critically at the emerging narratives of cyberculture, of our interactions with technology, of
technology using us, of our becoming cyborg” (198). Alexander and Rhodes forward the cyborg
metaphor as a means of attending to how media “form part of our very sense of being, part of the
material grain of who we are and how we interface with the world around us” (191). They further
contend that turning our attention, as well as the attention of our students “to a more acute
analysis of the kinds of subjectivities ‘at play’ in these spaces [cyber spaces] will help all of us
better understand our developing relationships with technology, as well as how we compose and
author our lives, individually and collectively” (172). Here Alexander and Rhodes not only
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collapse the binary between human and nonhuman but advocate for a reflective encounter with
the influence of technology akin to what Martin Heidegger would call meditative thinking—
whereby accepting the influence of technology, rather than attempting to master or control it,
unexpectedly brings us to a space to be receptive to alternative influences and modes-of-being
(more on this later). But following this reflective move Alexander and Rhodes begin to voice
concern at the tendency of new media to evade our grasp and act in undesirable ways. Calling
upon cultural theorist Paul Virilio, Alexander and Rhodes voice concern in the tendency of the
“thinking subject” to unconsciously fall under the influence of various kinds of technologies,
The subject—the thinking agent—can disappear into automated ‘feeling’ about
information; in the Virginia Tech case, the speed of dissemination of and response
to Cho and his writing may have helped us feel certain ways, but it did not help us
think. The speed of dissemination leads to a potential ‘automation of response,’ a
closing down of critical consciousness in the quick dissemination of
‘information.’ (181)
Just as Alexander and Rhodes appear to collapse the binary between human being and
technology the scholars fall back into concerns regarding the human ability to aptly and
appropriately control technology in the form of critical consciousness, “We acknowledge with
Virilio a shared sense of loss of control in information management, even in ‘self-management,’
as we see how new media—in this case, the Internet—monitors and disseminates information
about identities, specific and collaborative” (182). The ideal subject for Alexander and Rhodes
appears to be an independently thinking subject (a critically conscious subject) that can exhort
control and “self-management.” Alexander and Rhodes call upon compositionists to reflect upon
human being’s constitutive relationship with technology (how “we use technologies and how
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technologies use us”), but such reflection still places onus and control within the grasp of the
human agent. Indeed Alexander and Rhodes contend that we must reflect upon “the ways we use
technology to process—and normalize—our experiences, our reactions, our emotion.” (197).
One immediate question would ask: can we self-consciously use technologies to effectively craft
ourselves if we are fully embedded in the technological? Alexander and Rhodes claim yes,
asserting that endemic to this process of reflection is that through proper use compositions can
bring themselves to the point of occupying a more critical and thoughtful relationship with
technology, leading the scholars to ask “how can we use new media to open up spaces, not just
for immediate response but also for critical reflection?” (177). Just as the binary appears to
collapse, the separation between human purposes and technology re-arises with the imposition
that we should, or must, be able to control technology to meet human needs. Framing human
being as holding a “co-constitutive” relationship with technology preserves the divide that would
see some level of independence given to the human agent over against technology (i.e.
technologies may be “using” us but we can also “use” them). The cyborg metaphor, for
Alexander and Rhodes, serves as a means of re-articulating the critically thinking subject who
can ostensibly watch out for various forms of influence and choose the ostensibly correct, or
ethical, path. Thus the move to preserve dualistic agency arises from the concern that rhetors will
fall into negative influences that ostensibly do damage. Promoting some degree of human control
over technology would counter the possibility of unethical emplacements. Which is to say,
Alexander and Rhodes extend further than many multimodal rhetorics in re-framing the
relationship between human being and technology only to fall back on notions of critical
consciousness that re-articulate notions of removed human control. Yet as we will see moving
forward, the irony may become that in attempting to preserve dualistic agency we end up
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actually limiting the degree to which critical questioning can unfold, as critical consciousness
may more fully unfold as a style of inhabiting influences rather than a separation from
influences.
The persistent framing that I have sought to illustrate here is the degree that we continue
to ask how we will use technology to serve our own purposes—I.e. how can we bring technology
into the correct relationships with our desires? In outlining the question concerning control and
mediation we have arrived at an additional influence within the realm of multimodal rhetorics,
which has worked to reassert the dualism between human subject and technological object. I am
here speaking of Activity Theory, whose notion of mediation has been cross-appropriated into
the field of multimodal rhetoric principally via the work of activity theorists such as Paul Prior,
David Russell and particularly Jody Shipka (See the Kairos webtext “Re-situating and Remediating the Canons: a Cultural Historical Mapping of Rhetorical Activity”).
For Activity Theorists, the question concerning technology centers upon proper use. As
Yrjo Engeström claims, “Activity theory has the conceptual and methodological potential to be a
pathbreaker in studies that help humans gain control over their own artifacts and thus over their
future” (“Activity” 28, emphasis added). Vladimir Lektorsky similarly concludes that, “Human
beings determine themselves through objects that they create. They are essentially creative
beings” (66-67). Activity Theory’s goal, then, seeks to trace the meditational influence of
technology in order to reveal contradictions (Engeström 2009) between human desires and
technological mediation. Once these contradictions have been identified, human agents can then
shift the meditational means in such a way that a new mediated activity occurs, which more fully
aligns with the goals of the human group. This series of claims should sound familiar for many
multimodal rhetoricians, given that activity theorists within the field have utilized this paradigm
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as a pedagogical lens that would draw students to reflect upon the mediation of various
technologies before deciding which technological ecologies aptly suit their needs.
In “A Multimodal Task-Based Framework for Composing,” Jody Shipka argues that
students must be allowed to sculpt assignments to meet their own needs and address their own
audiences. Such a pedagogy would embolden students engaged in argumentation to “decide how,
why, where, and even when that argument based on specific readings will be experienced by its
recipient(s). Following these decisions, they begin generating the complex action sequences
leading to the realization of their final product(s)” (286). Key to this enterprise, Shipka argues, is
the degree to which students “must always account for the specific goals they aimed to achieve
with their work and then specifically address how the rhetorical, material, methodological, and
technological choices they made contributed to the realization of their goals” (287). Having
already established prior goals and intentions, students then decide which technological outlets
most aptly express their purposes, “the resources, materials, and technologies that will be (or
could be) employed in the generation of that product—again, depending on what they aim to
achieve, this could involve, paper, wood, libraries, computers, needle and thread, stores, food,
music, glue, tape, etc.” (288). What is of most note here is the assumption of autonomy between
human agency and technological ecologies. If a human agent is removed from technologies, to
the degree of maintaining uninfluenced intentions, then we can speak in terms of moving from
one media to another freely and from the perspective of choice, without having to undergo the
transformations and disruptions necessary to enter into the affordances of disparate media. Yet
is not the hope of multimodal rhetorics at large to promote “understandings of genre and media
[that] can be used in classrooms to help facilitate students’ development as writers able to work
across modes and across genres” (Bown and Whithaus 3). We’ll return to this question a bit later,
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for now we still have more work to fully delve into an Activity Theory inspired framing of
multimodal rhetoric.
Building upon the agentive stance implicit in “A Multi-Modal Task-Based Framework,”
Shipka’s Toward a Composition Made Whole articulates an explicit theorization of the
relationship between human being and technology. Calling upon the work of James Wertsch,
Shipka articulates a “mediated action approach” to communicative practice, stressing the ways in
which the individual and the social are co-constitutive of one another while also accounting for
the mediated relationships between human beings and tools. Shipka argues that, “As a way of
guarding against the tendency to focus on the isolated individual when trying to understand the
forces that shape human action, Wertsch recommends adopting as a fundamental unit of analysis
the ‘individual(s)-acting-with-mediational-means’” (42). Here Shipka wishes to trouble the
artificial boundaries between “the mental and the material, the individual and the social aspects
of people and things interacting physically and semiotically with other people and things”
(Lemke, cited in Shipka 41). Framing rhetors as individuals-acting-with-mediational-means
allows Shipka to maintain that, “it is meaningless to suggest that individuals have mastered a tool
or sign (that is, to say that they ‘have’ or ‘possess’ the tool or sign) ‘without addressing the ways
in which they do or do not use it to mediate their own action or those of others’” (43, emphasis
added). This is a key point: actors-with-mediational-means use tools to mediate themselves, they
can control to what degree tools influence them. Shipka’s agentive stance heightens, “’the array
of meditational means to which people have access and the patterns of choice they manifest in
selecting a particular means for a particular occasion’ (Wertsch 94)” (43, emphasis added).
Shipka’s argument here falls in line with larger Activity Theory framings that posit asymmetrical
relationships between human agents and technologies. Technologies may mediate actions, but we
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can decide which technologies we should use and thus control the degree of mediation they place
upon our actions.
All of this is to say, Activity Theory has mediated several dominant strands of
multimodal rhetoric to understand human agents as ostensibly capable of controlling
technology—existing outside of full technological mediation—to the degree that rhetors can
ostensibly set up their own surroundings without those surroundings equally setting them up (See
ESSP, Prior and Shipka 2003). Barnie Nardi articulates the Cartesian influence of Activity
Theory perfectly in asserting, “Activity theory, with its emphasis on the importance of motive
and consciousness—which belong only to humans—sees people and things as fundamentally
different. People are not reduced to ‘nodes’ or ‘agents’ in a system” (13). In other words,
Activity Theory understands agents as Cartesian egos capable of choosing themselves, of
thinking outside the influence of technology to create their own paradigms and purposes—a
persistent paradigmatic influence that I have worked to illustrate within the subfield of
multimodal rhetoric
In what follows I will trace an alternative conception of the relationship between human
being and technology—a non-dualistic conception that fundamentally questions the “selfchoosing” possibility of the independent Cartesian ego. More meaningfully than offering a
disparate conception, however, becomes the question concerning why we should accept a nondualistic rather than a dualistic conception of multimodal rhetoric—which I will illustrate with
an eye toward the limitations of the subject/object divide.
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The Ego-Delusion and Anti-Dualism
As early as 1818, in The World as Will and Representation, Arthur Schopenhauer worked
to question the Cartesian self-choosing ego. Schopenhauer argued that “our inner being does not
rest on a self-existent unity, otherwise it would be possible for us to be conscious of ourselves in
ourselves and independently of the objects of knowing and willing.” He further argued that such
a subject/object split, indicative of Cartesian dualism (an “I” that exists independently of the
“objects of knowing and willing”), is not possible, “we simply cannot do this,” because:
as soon as we enter into ourselves in order to attempt it, and wish for
once to know ourselves fully by directing our knowledge inwards, we
lose ourselves in a bottomless void; we find ourselves like a hollow
glass globe, from the emptiness of which a voice speaks. But the cause of
this voice is not to be found in the globe, and since we want to
comprehend ourselves, we grasp with a shudder nothing but a
wavering and unstable phantom. (278, emphasis added)
What a stark reversal! When attempting to find our Cartesian self (The “I” that thinks and
therefore is), Schopenhauer argues that we find only emptiness or at best a wavering and
unstable phantom. When pressed to search for the agent or ego that does our actions, we find
that, in Nietzschean terms, “there is no ‘being’ behind the doing, acting, becoming. ‘The doer’ is
merely made up and added into the action-the act is everything” (Genealogy 85). We find that
the Cartesian self is an illusion, an ego illusion. Nietzsche further reveals our own-most absence
as an independent ego by observing the nature of human thinking:
A thought comes when ‘it’ wants, not when ‘I’ want: so that it is a
falsification of the facts to say: the subject ‘I’ is the condition of the
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predicate ‘think.’ It thinks: but that this ‘it’ is precisely that famous old
‘I’ is, to put it mildly, only an assumption, an assertion, above all not an
‘immediate certainty.’ (Beyond Good and Evil 27)
If there is no “I” then what is? What are we? Or, as Kenneth Burke asks, “When a bit of talking
takes place, just what is doing the talking?” (59). Moving along the German philosophical
lineage, Martin Heidegger responds to Burke’s question by observing that it is language that
speaks, “Man acts as though he were the shaper and master of language, while in fact language
remains the master of man. Perhaps it is before all else man's subversion of this relation of
dominance that drives his nature into alienation.” (Poetry 144). In other words, we are what
language, the inherited styles of being and modes of understanding—the background
intelligibility and customary practices from which iterative acts occur—grants us to be.
Rather than show up as a-self-choosing coherent ego, the antidualists argue that we are
constituted by a range of linguistic, cultural, material and technological influences. In
Heideggerean terms, we are a being-in-the-world—a being made up via deep ecological
connections with the things of the world that allow an “us” to arise. As Judith Butler claims,
“Subjected to gender [I.e. operant relations of power], but subjectivated by gender, the ‘I’ neither
precedes nor follows the process of this gendering, but emerges only within and as the matrix of
gender relations themselves” (7). For anti-dualists we can never get the point of being the objectcause of our own being, the goal of Activity Theorists, as we are always embedded within a
range of influences that throw us into a set of possibilities beyond our control. For Heidegger in
particular, human being (which he calls Dasein—“there being”) is fundamentally influenced a
priori by a series of background coping practices, styles of being that are composed via
interrelations between technological, material and sociocultural environments. Hubert Dreyfus
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illustrates this point in claiming that the clearing, the background coping practices, which
constitute our being-in-the-world are not produced by overt will:
Dasein does not produce the clearing by some act of choice. Rather the
background coping gives Dasein its sense of what sort of being it is. And
since individual Daseins can act only within this background that determines
what can show up as making sense to do, Dasein can never be the fully lucid
source of its actions postulated by the modern understanding of the subject
and of autonomous agency. (“Agency” 13)
Our field of intelligibility, that which provides what can show up as a possibility for action, is
always-already foregrounded before our conscious “choosing.” For non-dualists we are forever
embedded within deep ecologies that make up our range of actions and cognition (Rickert 135).
Thus to ask how rhetors will decide to act paves over the degree to which they are already
predisposed to act by the background coping practices within which they are constituted (this is
the point which Alexander and Rhodes shy away from in favor of removed critical
consciousness—attempting to preserve a thinking agent that can decide itself).
And yet the question remains, what do we gain in accepting that our own most being is
fundamentally handed over via our situatedness within complex ecologies? What do we gain by
accepting that there can never be an independent “us” that gets to choose our own selves?
Heidegger’s work offers an insightful exploration of these questions, as well as a more nuanced
theorization of the relationship between human being and technology, while also addressing the
dangers that linger when understanding our being as an independent-Cartesian-ego.
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Technology as Revealing and The Technological Mode-of-Being: How We Are Constituted
to Think “I’m Not Constituted”
In “the Question Concerning Technology,” Heidegger asserts, “Technology is a mode of
revealing. Technology comes to presence in the realm where revealing and unconcealment take
place” (Question 13). For Heidegger, technology not only sculpts how we act (i.e. mediation) but
also further reveals how the things of the world actually show up for us (enframing or
“emplacement”). Thus we are emplaced, embedded within, technology in such a way that our
self-understanding, and potentialities for being, is inextricably wrapped up in the influence of the
technological. In slightly different terms, our “essence runs through apparatuses” (Kitler,
Gramophone 115). Or, as Jennifer Bay and Thomas Rickert claim “We have always been
gathered by things; technology has always enframed us” (“New Media” 217). Technologies,
from this perspective, are not tools to be used but rather modes of revealing that we are
inextricably embedded and wrapped up within. Expanding upon this point, Heidegger illustrates
the enframing power of technology by examining the influence of a hydo-electric plant on the
Rhine River. He asserts that, “What the river is now, namely, a water-power supplier, derives
from the essence of the power station” (Question 16). The river appears as a water supplier due
to the enframing of the technological media, rather than human interior intentions that utilized
technology as a means-to-a-human-end. In other words, the technology of the power station
fundamentally influences human being’s relationship to the river. Taking a step back even
further, the desire to build a power station upon the river in the first place was itself already
influenced by prior technological influences, namely the mechanizations of previous power
stations. Attempting to uphold the human as the primary cause of action paves over and ignores
the constitutive influences that are always and already acting in the background, setting the stage
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for what makes sense for a person to do. The framing which sees technology as a means to an
end, an object to serve human desires, what I have been referring to as Cartesian dualism, is what
Heidegger calls the technological mode of being.
According to Heidegger, the technological mode of being, which is a mode-of-revealing
that reveals technology—not anything technological itself, leads us to believe that we are in
control of technology. That is, the technological-mode-of-being, indicative of a subject/object
divide, is a form of revealing (a manner of seeing and acting within the world) that leads us to
take on dominant attitudes towards Others, technology, the world and ourselves. Heidegger
asserts that “The power concealed in modern technology determines the relation of man to that
which exists,” (Discourse 50) and that when bound up within technological thinking man “exalts
himself and postures as lord of the earth. In this way the illusion comes to prevail that everything
man encounters exists only insofar as it is his construct” (Basic 332). We could further push this
claim to assert that the technological mode of being encounters everything in so far as they fit
within “our” intentions, so far as objects adhere to the needs of a subject. All other possibilities
for things to reveal themselves are stamped out.
For Heidegger the subject-object divide leads to the rise of technological/calculative (or
what Lynn Worsham calls scientific) thinking, a form of thinking that limits human being’s
capability to experience difference and ulteriority. Heidegger asserts that “calculative thinking
computes. It computes ever new, ever more promising and at the same time more economical
possibilities [it finds ever more expansive ways to satisfy its pre-established goals]. Calculative
thinking never stops, never collects itself. Calculative thinking is not meditative thinking, not
thinking which contemplates the meaning which reigns in everything that is” (Discourse 46). In
setting itself as the basis of its own being, as the unquestionable source of inquiry, the separate
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Cartesian ego enacts a thinking which shuts down the possibility of radical questioning (of
itself)—it takes a core set of presumptions as definitive because it chose to think and act this
way. The irony of the technological mode of being is that in setting itself up as an independent
being that gets to choose itself it has already been influenced and constituted to understand itself
as such. The illusion of not being inextricably embedded in the influential beings of the world
comes from a place of embeddedness. Lynn Worsham makes this point eloquently by claiming
that the essence of calculative/technological thinking:
lies in a kind of knowing that establishes itself as a procedure or
methodology that opens up a realm, or a sphere of 'what is' (“The Age of
the World Picture” 118). This opening up of a realm in itself does not
trouble Heidegger. What troubles him is that the essence of research is
'rigor' or the 'binding adherence' to remain within the realm opened up by
a methodology. The adherence to the methodology, the obligation to stay
within that realm, forecloses openness to what is, and focuses our attention
on beings rather than Being, on answers rather than on questioning. (“Question”
205)
Technological thinking looks for ever more resourceful ways to maintain its own self-certainty,
to find ways of forcing nature, people and things to fit into an already-accepted paradigm (or set
of goals/intentions that it takes as definitive because it chose to do so). At this point a more
grounded example of this dynamic might prove illustrative. Which is to say, a contestation
between Activity Theorists George Rückriem and Yrjo Engeström, regarding the nature of
technological influence, illustrates Heidegger’s point regarding the limits that technological
thinking places on radical questioning.
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In “Digital Technology and Mediation: A Challenge to Activity Theory” George Rückriem
argues that Activity Theory has undervalued the importance of technological mediation. Rather
than a single “co-articulate,” amidst others, Rückriem, implicitly following Heidegger, upholds
technological mediation as the key background within which other influences operate. He
maintains that, “depending on the given leading medium, the understanding of what could be an
object, a tool, or a helpful instrument changes. Forms and functions of tools and instruments as
well as the social rules of their application and use depend on the given medium and its
information and communication systems” (97). As we’ve seen, while many Activity Theorists
argue that human beings can re-shape the purposes of a given medium, Rückriem counter-asserts
that we cannot fully remove ourselves from a given mediation to become the primary cause of
our own being because “There is nothing outside it” (88).
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This claim, that we cannot remove ourselves from the influence of media, certainly
doesn’t mean that shifts in human activity cannot occur, but, according to Rückriem, they can
only occur within the field of play opened up by a given medium—which is not something we
can be fully extracted from (one mediation always-already yields to another), “Every leading
medium constellation produces its own typical practices and products, activities and cooperation
forms, its means, tools, and advice as a medium between humans and the environment.
Symbolically generalized communication media emerge to steer the communication between
individual and social systems, such as power, law, money, and knowledge” (98). By Rückriem’s
estimation, Activity Theory has failed to account for the transformations wrought by new media,
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Friedrich Kitler makes a similar point in observing ,“Understanding media—despite McLuhan's title—remains an
impossibility precisely because the dominant information technologies of the day control all understanding and its
illusions” (Gramophone, xl).
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not acknowledging its continual placement within traditional textual practices that limit Activity
Theory’s ability to cope with modes of being called forth by alternative media (Rückriem 95).
In responding to Rückriem, Yrjo Engeström concludes that, “If Rückriem is right, it is
media that determine the nature and possibilities of human activity. This means that the object of
activity is of secondary importance.” He goes on to claim that, “Here I disagree with Rückriem. I
see his insistence on the decisive role of media as a particular form of technological determinism.
His argument ignores what media are used for – what ends and objects they serve” (310). For
Engeström, then, the ends and objects that technologies serve are ultimately of the most
importance. Further, these ends and objects are ultimately decided by/set up by human agents,
“Sweeping technological determinism leaves little room for human agency in concrete activities.
Focusing on contradictory objects in specific activities calls for new forms of agency. When we
take a closer look at the uses of digital media, much of the mythical omnipotence disappears.”
(310). Engeström affords primacy to the human agent over against the influential beings of
technology. Indeed, the crux of Engeström’s larger project lies in attempts to “help humans gain
control over their own artifacts and thus over their future” (“Activity” 28). Here we find the core
dualistic claim, that human beings can ostensibly choose themselves (and in more extreme
degrees “become their own masters”). We should take particular notice here of the degree of
certainty within which Engeström works within; Technological influence can always be
accounted for so long as we position ourselves correctly. Returning to the critique of Engeström,
Rückriem argues that much of the Activity Theorist’s work is limited because:
His methodology does not allow him to interpret the Internet as a basic
transformation factor, let alone as a framework for perceiving our present reality
as a qualitatively new emerging societal formation. Because there is no theoretical
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possibility for distinguishing between different dominating media, Engeström is
hardly able to tell the difference between activity systems determined by an old
medium and those processes formed by a new medium. That means that he deals
with local changes and limited developments of activity systems within the
boundaries of a society coined by a traditionally perceived dominating medium.
(95)
Rückriem is attempting to draw Engeström to undergo radical questioning, to acknowledge and
challenge the constitutive influences that are backgrounded in his work (namely the preservation
of textual modes as the primary lens through which to understand how people engage in
activity). Because Engeström understands himself as the primary source of his own being, the
one who chooses how technologies will be used, he is unable to undergo Rückriem’s
questioning. He remains tethered within his influences with the self-certainty that he chose them.
In maintaining adherence the background influences that constitute him, Engeström limits the
ways in which the things of the world can reveal themselves.
Engeström’s argument for technological thinking gives credence to Heidegger’s problem
with calculative thinking. Namely, that the world can be much more than what we currently
think it is useful for. So long as we deal with the world only in terms of what it can do for us, or
what we can do with it, we operate within a limited mode-of-being; we become less prone to be
receptive to alternative practices and modes of thought. As supposed masters of our own being
we limit our ability to undergo difference. As Hubert Dreyfus contends, “The danger, then, is not
the destruction of nature or culture but certain totalizing kinds of practices—a leveling of our
understanding of being. This threat is not a problem for which we must find a solution, but an
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ontological condition that requires a transformation of our understanding of being” (“Agency”
28).
In Heidegger, the recognition of the enframing power of technology, the degree to which
our being is handed over via technological apparatuses that we cannot control, becomes a
positive potentiality for the transformation of human being. This positive potentiality Heidegger
calls meditative thinking, “Meditative thinking demands of us not to cling one-sidedly to a single
idea, nor to run down a one-track course of ideas. Meditative thinking demands of us that we
engage ourselves with what at first sight does not go together at all” (Discourse 53). What
doesn't go at all together is the insight that we are not the masters of technology, or ourselves, we
are fundamentally thrown into a set of possibilities brought forward through complex ecologies.
In recognizing the degree to which what we are is not of our own choosing, meditative thinking
calls upon us to be receptive to a radical questioning of the paradigms we find ourselves within
(Discourse 55). For Heidegger, meditative thinking depends heavily upon how we cope with our
thrownness—whether we take an inauthentic or authentic stand on the nature of our being.
Heidegger explores how we take a stand on the nature of our being by introducing two
(seemingly) opposing (though in some ways intertwined) modes of coping with our situatedness:
authentic and inauthentic being-in-the-world. Inauthentic being-in-the-world denotes the
subject's recognition of itself as a separate ego making its own choices. The “willfulness” of
inauthentic Dasein leads to certainty and a commitment that what the ego has chosen is correct
and worthwhile. Authentic being-in-the-world, on the other hand, recognizes itself as a
fundamental emptiness that owes its very existence to the modes-of-being handed over through
the influence of the world. Further, authentic being-in-the-world owns that its practices are
ultimately arbitrary (not “the correct way” of going about things—no such correct way exists).
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The striking feature of inauthentic Dasein is that it can never own up to having-been-set-up. That
is, in thinking of itself as a separate ego that gets to make its own decisions, choose what it wants
to believe in and pull itself in any direction it desires, inauthentic Dasein fails to recognize that it
is already embedded within a set of constitutive actants (influences) which limit and constrain—
and that the field of intelligibility opened up by these actants was not made by any conscious act
of the subject—the subject is composed by them. The supposition of inauthentic Dasein, then, is
that “one is leading and sustaining a full and genuine 'life',” for which “everything is 'in the best
of order' and all doors are open” (Being and Time 222). The irony of this position is the degree to
which Dasein limits itself by believing that it is an independent free will.
In thinking of itself as its own master, inauthentic Dasein cannot expose itself to anything
other than what its customary forms of coping always-already throw it into. In thinking of
ourselves as separate agents free to go and decide as we wish, we lock ourselves down within
whatever customary modes of coping that have happened to take hold of us. We remain trapped
within them so long as we think that we own them. After all, why would I wish to question a
mode of being which I chose—it is mine and if I wanted to I could act otherwise. This is the trap
of critical consciousness that Alexander and Rhodes inadvertently call upon, that we could get to
the point wherein we know what’s best and can choose alternatives based upon our ability to
critically analyze influences before deciding which influences best fit us.
Paradoxically, if we experience that we are not free to entirely do as we wish, that we are
constrained within an ultimately arbitrary set of customary ways of seeing and acting
foregrounded via the things of the world, then a new potentiality becomes available. At this
moment of limitation, wherein we recognize that the modes-of-being that we are have been
handed over to us, when we recognize that our customary modes of coping have been ingrained
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not by active choice but by thrown influence vis a vis enculturation and deep ecologies, the very
10

absence of so-called “agency” creates the conditions for a kind of agency. As Drew Kopp
asserts “in an event of appropriation, what is transformed is our relationship to this situation; in
such an event we appropriate our appropriatedness—that is, we own (embrace) our beingowned” (176). When we own up to being owned we find ourselves freed from the customary
practices that have happened to take hold of us. Heidegger reveals that when one owns up to
their inauthenticity, when one owns that the practices one is embedded within are not beyond
question and were not chosen by the subject, “one is liberated from one's lostness in those
possibilities which may accidentally thrust themselves upon one; and one is liberated in such a
way that for the first time one can authentically understood and choose among [be receptive to]
the factical possibilities lying ahead of that possibility which is not to be outstripped.” (Being
and Time 308, emphasis added). Yet this authenticity does not arise from the will of the subject
(lest we return to an ego controlling itself—choosing to change itself). Indeed the subject will
often fight with all its might to avoid the call of authenticity, because such a call inspires anxiety
11

and discomfort ; rather, the opening up of dasein for alternative possibilities arises from a
disruption brought about by some form of Other who dasein is then receptive toward (Being and
Time 273, 306, 308).
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This reading of Heidegger is inextricably drawn from/indebted to the work of Drew Kopp. In particular, I am
calling upon his analysis of Warner Erhard’s employment of Heideggerean inquiry in the unpublished dissertation
“Ontological Paideia: Articulating the Value of Rhetorical Education in Composition Pedagogy” (see pages 247249).
11
Anxiety here refers to the discomfort of having our very being-in-the-world dismantled or shifted. Anxiety
“displaces human being so that it can enter into a mode of questioning that is necessary for authenticity. Anxiety is
an experience of vertigo, where nothing is stable, where no orientation is possible. It first brings human being face to
face with its complete insecurity and homelessness, with the absolute groundlessness of its existence (apart from the
Being-process), with the certainty of its own mortality. It makes human being open to the mystery that there is
something rather than nothing” (Worsham, “Question” 224)
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Authentic Dasein's uttermost possibility lies in “giving itself up,” recognizing its own egodelusion, which “shatter's all one's tenaciousness to whatever existence one has reached,” (Being
and Time 308) opening up the possibility for alternative forms of living. Heidegger argues that in
owning up to being owned (acknowledging that being runs you, and that no particular project is
yours) you open yourself up to being transformed by different ways of being owned, different
12

background coping practices. Michael Zimmerman highlights this point by contending, “To be
inauthentic means to objectify oneself as a continuing ego-subject, thereby concealing the fact
that one is really openness or emptiness. To be authentic means resolving to accept the openness
which, paradoxically, one already is. One can be open to other people and to possibilities only
when freed from the distortions of egoism. Authenticity means most appropriately what one
already is” (Eclipse of the Self xx, emphasis added). Such a transformative experience, whereby
we allow ourselves to be appropriated by ulteriority, does not lead to a fully removed mode-ofbeing, however, as the receptivity to ulteriority will inevitably sediment into a set of constraining
background practices, constitutive of inauthentic being-in-the-world—the supposition that what
one is doing is correct and the way things should be. Authenticity, then, is not so much a position
one can maintain but rather an ability to undergo transformations that then become stabilized
until undergoing further reversals, tripping back and forth between the stability of inauthenticity
and the shifts indicative of authenticity. The upshot of an anti-dualistic stance on one’s self (as
constituted through and through), then, becomes a heightened receptivity to disturbances in our
ecological constitutions—the potentiality of acting and thinking otherwise.

12

This has elsewhere been called undergoing the materiality of language, wherein “we relinquish the drive to speak,
and, as it were, allow language to speak us” (Kopp 176). Lynn Worsham further shows that undergoing an
experience with language “means that language strikes us, befalls us, overcomes us, overwhelms and, most
importantly, transforms us. To undergo an experience with language is to enter into it, submit to it, yield to it, be
owned and possessed and appropriated by it.” (227).
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To Question Questioning
Having soared through cloudy heights to justify and promote Heideggerean modes of
thinking, let’s return to the most concrete of circumstances to consider the affordances of
dualistic and non-dualistic approaches: the questions we ask of our students and ourselves.
Dualistic approaches to multimodal rhetoric tend to frame questions in terms of the purposes of
human agents and how technologies can succeed or fail in facilitating those purposes. To return
to prior examples, Jim Porter asks, “How will we use technology? How will we design
technology? How will we engage technology?” (388). Jody Shipka offers a pedagogical
equivalent to this question in prompting students to “always account for the specific goals they
aimed to achieve with their work and then specifically address how the rhetorical, material,
methodological, and technological choices they made contributed to the realization of their
goals” (“Task-based” 287). Asking students to account for their goals and choices “reminds them
of the importance of assessing rhetorical contexts, setting goals, and making purposeful choices.
More important, requiring students to produce these statements underscores the importance of
being able to speak to goals and choices in a way that highlights how, when, why, and for whom
those goals and choices afford and constrain different potentials for knowing, acting, and
interacting” (“Task-based” 288). What remains unaddressed in this style of questioning, which is
certainly valuable, is the degree to which our goals and intentions are themselves set up by the
technologies we find ourselves embedded within— actors-within-mediational-means.
When we frame ourselves as self-conscious users of technology, and technology as
meditational tools that bend to our intentions, we remain blind to the degree that we are
constituted by the things of the world, limiting the sort of relationship we can maintain within(in)
composing technologies. As noted above, we become less receptive to the possibilities that
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extend beyond the boundaries of current “intentions.” As Jennifer Bay and Thomas Rickert
observe, “would be masters of technology are by technology mastered. The danger is that this
narrowed disclosive horizon takes over all other modes of the world's revealing” (“New Media”
215). In understanding ourselves as capable of mastering technology we close off a level of
receptivity to the capability of technology to offer alternative and new styles of thinking and
acting (since we already know what we want to do with it). But our current relationship with a
technology never captures all that it is capable of making available or being, this why Heidegger
frames our contact with the things of the world as an interplay between revealing and
concealment (the way things show up for us through our constitutive influences vs. the unspoken
possibilities that remain untouched by our interactions). Thomas Rickert addresses this concept
by promoting us to consider that “any given way something comes to presence never exhausts
what it is, so that presence emerges from and endures against what remains concealed” (Ambient
185). Rickert characterizes our relationships with the beings of the world “to be like icebergs,
with what comes to presence equivalent to their above-water tips,” because beings’ “vertiginous
abundance cannot be fully fathomed” (Ambient 201). In the light that “whatever we think about
the object, whatever we design or deploy it to do, it always exceeds such assignments,”
(Ambience 204) we might become receptive to the possibility of objects, beings, technologies to
reveal themselves in ways that challenge our current relationship with them. Rather than already
know what we can do with a particular technology, we would allow it to present possibilities that
we aren’t already familiar with, becoming receptive to shifts and reconfigurations in our
relationship with it.
Heidegger characterizes this willingness to undergo reconfigurative influences as
releasement-towards-things. Recognizing our ownmost emplacement, as constituted via techno-
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socio-cultural practices, would call upon us to reflect upon what is granting our intentions and
understanding to begin with, while also acknowledging the possibility of technologies to reveal
themselves in ways that extend beyond what we think they are currently “good” for. In Shipka’s
terminology, we would not only ask how technologies allowed us to accomplish our goals but
further how particular technologies set the stage for our goals to arise in the first place. We
would further ask how the practices that constitute us have predisposed us to act, think and
understand in particular ways and how opening ourselves to the influences of disparate
technologies might transform, draw into question, expand or shift our constitutions. Shipka
comes close to elements of this line of questioning in prompting students to “account for the
intentional, conscious choices they made while also attending to the choices that were, in effect,
made for them as a result of their opting to work with specific goals, context and materials”
(Toward 119). What stops Shipka from accepting a fully non-dualistic position is the persistence
of certain choices that are conscious and intentional against others that prove to be more
influenced, i.e. more “made for us.” The insight of antidualism is that we have been made-up
from the very beginning; ranges of influences constitute even our “intentional” acts.
A fully non-dualistic multimodal rhetoric would recognize that what we understand as
being possible to do and create is always-already revealed by the techno-social-cultural practices
that constitute us, which we are embedded within to the degree that we can never become the
fully self-conscious sources of our actions. A corollary of this position is that we are alwaysalready situated within a particular constellation of technologically influenced practices that open
up certain possibilities while shutting down others. In plainer terms, different media open up
different goals, objects and practices. Thus to operate within a particular constellation of mediainfluence already precludes the possibility of alternative influence/actions. To be embedded
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within one constellation of practices is to not necessarily be immediately embedded within
alternative constellations. This point’s importance cannot be underwritten. Non-dualistic
framings understand human being as limited, as grounded within a particular set of influential
practices that reveal what is and is not possible. Dualistic approaches tend to accentuate the
independence of human being’s choices, the ability to self-consciously act otherwise.
Understanding ourselves dualistically, as separated/independent from technological ecologies,
might give us the impression that we can readily and expediently move from one media to
another, shifting the media to meet our needs and purposes. Contrary this position, antidualistic
positions highlight the degree to which moving from one media to another requires a
transformation in our practices and understanding of what it means to compose—or at least it
does if we wish to interact with a particular media according to its own distinctive affordances
and potentialities (See Fulwiler and Middleton 2012).
One of the dangers of taking up a dualistic framing, I would argue, is the degree to which
we would tend to view ourselves as immediately and readily capable of taking up any
mediational means without having to undergo the disruptions and turmoil necessary to become
embedded into an alternative set of practices. We would tend to, in the words of Alexander and
Rhodes, co-opt alternative media as an “‘extension of traditional composition,’ as opposed to
exploring how multimodality challenges our rhetorical predispositions” (4). To move from one
media to another while undergoing the difference of the alternative media is to be reconfigured
by the particularities of that media. Megan Fulwiler and Kate Middleton have shown that,
“rather than focus upon how media shift traditional textual practices,” we must realize “that an
important set of new processes intrinsically tied to new technologies has come to light,” whereby
we should also “recognize that to make new media is to enact new methods of composing that

78

are specific to new forms” (43). Thus to engage with alternative modes would require us to
undergo the influence of alternative modalities that extend beyond the boundaries of our current
practices. To be fair, taking on a dualistic stance between human being and technological objects
does not necessarily preclude the possibility of undergoing the transformations necessary to cope
with different media. I aim here only to point to the potential for the separation of human agency
to reframe media as ultimately accessible without attending to the means of being taken on by
alternative processes, which is equal parts messy and difficult. It is one thing to conceptually
recognize the affordances of a particular media and quite another to be receptive to those
affordances in such a way that one can participate within them.
The larger lines of questioning that would arise from an anti-dualistic perspective might
become: how does our (em)placement in a current constellation of technological ecologies
influence our view of what it means to act and write? How might exposing ourselves to
alternative technologies transform or challenge our understandings and practices? How might we
allow technologies to become available in ways that we might not have anticipated or thought of
to begin with? Such questions dove tail with Alexander and Rhodes reflective perspective that
“actively pays attention to how our sense of subjectivity, individually and collectivity, changes
through our (inter)relationship with technology” (199). Yet such questions cannot yield an
uninfluenced subjectivity able to pull itself in any direction it likes, as the moment that we feel
we have been “freed” to do as we wish we pave over and ignore the influences that have set up
our very thinking. The possibility of acting otherwise, from a Heideggerean perspective, lies in
exposing ourselves to influences that reconfigure the practices that constitute us. Paradoxically,
owning that we do not have an independent choice, that we are always-already constituted, opens
us to the possibility of becoming more receptive to alternative background practices.
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Throughout this chapter I have argued that technologies constitute our being in the world;
they are not mere tools that serve our purposes. They yield our sense of what can and cannot be a
purpose. The tendency to view technology as a tool to meet our needs always and already carries
the danger of drawing us into dualistic understandings that stifle our relationships with
technology. In Heideggerean terms, “So long as we represent technology as an instrument, we
remain transfixed in the will to master it” (Basic 337). So long as we believe that technology is
ours to master and control, we will largely ignore and take for granted the ways in which it calls
upon and constitutes us (because we're the ones making the choices). But rather than use this
insight as a means of re-instilling the will to mastery, trying to “get behind” our influences and
regain control, our embeddedness might create the conditions for releasement-toward-things,
radical questioning, a capability to see one’s intentions and practices reconfigured by alternative
influences. It is exactly this process of radical questioning, characterized by receptivity rather
than will or choice, which multimodal rhetorics could most benefit from. Radical questioning
would call on scholars, students and instructors to reflect upon the degree to which our contact
with rhetorical situations are always-already influenced by the constellations of coping practices
handed over by our ecological emplacements—drawing into question the background coping
from which our performances derive (rather than taking these paradigms as consciously chosen).
Writing with technology would become an opportunity to see our intentions reversed, our
practices reconfigured via the recognition that to have agency is to be constituted, and that new
connections/constitutions create new forms of agency. Indeed, the reinforcement of “our” current
practices does not necessarily constitute learning. Learning, from an anti-dualistic perspective,
occurs not when we re-enforce the current paradigm we find ourselves within. Learning occurs
when our current paradigm is disrupted, bumped, and disturbed:
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Of course everyday understanding believes that one has knowledge when
one needs to learn nothing more, because one has finished learning. No.
The only one who knows is the one who understands that he must always
learn again, and who above all, on the basis of this understanding, has
brought himself to the point where he continually can learn. This is far
harder than possessing information (Heidegger, Into to Metaphysics 23)
Anti-dualism brings us to a point wherein we continually can learn, by opening ourselves to the
influences of the world in such a way that calls into question the intentions that we often think of
as “our own.”
The Empirical Set Up
Having worked through the theoretical and pedagogical implications of an anti-dualistic
approach to multimodal rhetoric, we will now turn to the ways in which a non-dualistic
methodological lens can inform empirical studies of multimodal work, particularly video
composition. While some multimodal studies have traced the complex ecological elements that
compose a writing situation (Rice 2014; Shipka 2012), most empirical work continues to place
onus upon human agency, failing to account for the complex constitutions that make up agents.
Actor-Network theory, the overarching signifier given to the work of Bruno Latour, John Law
and others, offers an empirical methodological lens that accounts for the embeddedness of
subjects, tracing out how non-human agency is inextricably wrapped up in all human action.
ANT also provides an ideal lens through which to trace the complex interrelations that compose
a multimodal writing classroom.
While each of the elements that make up a multimodal classroom could easily be
theorized/studied on their own, and often are, these efforts often decontextualize elements that
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only come into being in relation to one another. That is, we cannot consider the role of the
teacher as isolated from the technological environment of the classroom, and we simultaneously
cannot consider the way students navigate non-traditional performance without also attending to
the enframings of the pedagogy they interact with, the prior conventionalized performances they
bring to the table, the genre expectations that lay in wait, and the various actants (both human
and nonhuman) that facilitate their entrance into the field of non-traditional argumentation.
Rather than isolate one quadrant of the complex ecological environment of the non-traditional
classroom, it might make more sense to understand pedagogical environments as actor-networks,
complex assemblages of humans and non-humans that can be traced to reveal interrelations we
might not have expected (and that we could not have found had we continued to preserve the
agentive space of an un-constituted human agent). Which is to say, actor-network theory holds
the promise of revealing challenging and distinctive insights into the particularities of new media
forms of composing. ANT emphasizes the tracing of complex interrelations, supplying an ideal
methodological lens to explore videographic production outside the boundaries of conventional
production.
Actor-Network Theory as Empirical Anti-Essentialism
Bruno Latour has gone to great lengths to discuss the difficulties arising from the ANT
moniker, a signifier that erroneously separates “actor” from “network” and presents the
sociologist’s endeavors as a “theory.” John Law has equally contested the use of the overarching
term “actor-network theory,” contending that, “actor-network theory (and here, no doubt, it is
like everything else) is diasporic. It has spread, and as it has spread it has translated itself into
something new, indeed into many things that are new and different from one another. It has
converted itself into a range of different practices which (for this is the point of talking of

82

translation) have also absorbed and reflected other points of origin” (10). Both Latour and Law,
working within the discipline of French Sociology, object to the simple moniker that paves over
the range of complexities making up the disparate texts concealed under the ANT acronym.
Which is to say, actor-network theory, much like any other actant (a multi-faceted, but
momentarily simplified, actor that acts upon other actors), fully depends upon a set of relations
that allow it to come forth into being. Stated differently, to ask what ANT is misses the point; it
only “is” something within a particular set of relations that inevitably shift, transform and
reverse. In this treatment of ANT we are already applying the lens supplied by Latour and Law,
namely that “entities take their forms and acquire their attributes as a result of their relations with
other entities” (Law 3). Thus to attempt to pin down ANT as a stable acontextual lens paves over
all of the complex circumstances within which ANT operates, as it shifts within differing
assemblages in differing sites for differing purposes. It is exactly these shifting interrelations,
bounded within concrete instances of time and space, which ANT seeks to trace. But how
dizzying it is already to attend to ANT! Perhaps this is my fault.
In plainer terms, actor-network theory (or at least my appropriation of ANT drawn from
readings of Latour and Law) seeks to trace the complex and shifting interrelations between the
human and non-human actors that make up an actor-network. Actor-networks are, “assemblages
of humans and nonhumans; any person, artifact, practice, or assemblage of these is considered a
node in the network and indeed can be an actor-network in itself. Links are made across and
among these nodes in fairly unpredictable ways. Since there is no hierarchy or ‘analyzable inner
structure,’ the only restrictions to linking are relational or associational” (Spinnuzi 7). The key
terms for ANT become unpredictable ways. ANT seeks to offer a methodological lens that
allows surprising, unexpected and transformative sets of relations to be revealed. By “following
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the actors” and tracing the various interconnected nodes (or actants) of a network, ANT studies
seek to create the conditions for variability to arise. Key to this anti-essentialist endeavor is the
difference between what Latour coins intermediaries and mediators.
According to Latour, an intermediary, “transports meaning or force without
transformation: defining its inputs is enough to define its outputs. For all practical purposes, an
intermediary can be taken not only as a black box, but also as a black box counting for one, even
if it is internally made of many parts.” An intermediary is thus an actant that is understood to
operate in ways that can be codified and found to be repeatable in various contexts. Mediators, in
contrast, “cannot be counted as just one; they might count for one, for nothing, for several, or for
infinity. Their input is never a good predictor of their output; their specificity has to be taken into
account every time” (Reassembling 39). Mediators function in ways we cannot anticipate,
yielding relations that extend beyond our expectations. It is upon this note that ANT seeks to
trace the functioning of mediators and intermediaries, tracing relations between elements while
promoting an effort to focus upon heterogeneous results—mediators. Latour’s polemical antiessentialist argument, to seek out variable relations that cannot be codified before hand, critiques
the conception that social relations appear as a sort of “substance” or “thing” that can be
predicted a priori (Latour coins this position as the “Sociology of the Social”). According to
Latour, the traditionalized sociological drive to view phenomena dominantly in terms of
intermediaries promotes researchers to apply ready-made explanations to variable situations, i.e.
continually finding/binding phenomena in terms of the views/metanarratives that have become
formalized and cemented.
Drawing out the distinctions between studies that seek to stabilize meaning versus actornetwork projects, Latour claims that, “To sum up the contrast in a rudimentary way, the
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sociologists of the social believe in one type of social aggregates, few mediators, and many
intermediaries; for ANT, there is no preferable type of social aggregates, there exist endless
number of mediators.” Yet the anti-essentialist effort to focus upon mediators, by not
foregrounding a particular structure or set of relations that a situation is called upon to adhere to,
does not eradicate the appearance, or necessity, of intermediaries. Latour goes on to show that
when mediators are understood as intermediaries—that is, actants appear to adhere to the ways in
which we expected they would act—this occurrence “is not the rule, but a rare exception that has
to be accounted for by some extra work— usually by the mobilization of even more mediators!”
(Reassembling 40). While Latour acknowledges that the appearance of predictable elements
cannot be expunged, he contends that the push of ANT is to draw forth variability and surprise
by tracing relations that operate in unpredictable ways, as a set of relations/assemblages and not
a sort of static “thing”—becoming messy, shifting and complex.
Latour thus invites researchers to experiment with the real (in Deleuze and Guatarri’s
terms). That is, Latour asks us to trace mediators to reveal connections that we aren’t
comfortable with finding. The danger of ready-made explanations, anticipating the functioning
of actants as intermediaries, is that they pave over the indeterminacy of the Real—leading us “ to
see everywhere in the cases at hand yet more examples of well-known types, to reveal behind the
scenes some dark powers pulling the strings” (Reassembling 23). According to ANT, studies
should not use empirical data to “prove” the always-already. Difference must be allowed to shine
through and break up a priori assumptions, “instead of taking a reasonable position and imposing
some order beforehand, ANT claims to be able to find order much better after having let the
actors deploy the full range of controversies in which they are immersed” (23). Further, “it is
only by constantly comparing complex repertoires of action that sociologists may become able to
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register data—a task that seems always very hard for the sociologists of the social who have to
filter out everything which does not look in advance like a uniformed ‘social actor.’ Recording
not filtering out, describing not disciplining, these are the Laws and the Prophets. (55, emphasis
added). This is not to say that ANT is incapable of finding sets of relations that adhere to
previously held positions, such as, for example, the tendency for students with textual
backgrounds to treat alternative media as texts. Indeed to varying degrees this process is
unavoidable (the process of finding recurring patterns of relations). As I have noted earlier, being
embedded means always and already carrying with us taken-for-granted views and practices.
ANT itself takes for granted the flat ontology that sees human and non-humans as having equal
agency over one another. The point here is not to say that one should never find intermediaries
(as if one could simply strip away their customary modes of understanding to experience only
mediators in their sheer disruptive difference). Rather it is to say that even if things occur in a
manner that adheres to a previously codified set of knowledge (an intermediary) we must be able
to trace the concrete and particularized networks of influences that yielded those relationships
(the mediators that produced the intermediary). Returning to the previous example, an ANT
study would reveal the particular connections and relationships that promoted the student to treat
alternative media as traditional text, providing us with sets of relations that we could not have
known had we not taken the time to trace them. Key to this process of tracing is a flat ontology,
which sees humans and nonhumans as co-constitutive of one another. It is this empirical lens, I
will argue, that emboldens actor-network theory as an ideal methodology for studying
multimodal composition.
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More Scholars Rip off Heidegger: ANT and the Subject/Object Dissolve
Much akin to the anti-dualistic multimodal rhetoric theorized earlier in this chapter,
actor-network theory understands actors as constituted by networked human and non-human
influences. That is, ANT considers actors as constituted by a range of actants. Thus an actor,
rather than showing up as a self-contained Cartesian ego, is dialogized through and through—an
assemblage composed of intellectual technologies/capabilities inherited from other humans
(what Latour coins “plug-ins”) and modes of being inspired by non-humans. As Latour notes,
“To use the word ‘actor’ means that it’s never clear who and what is acting when we act since an
actor on stage is never alone in acting” (Reassembling 46). The symmetry employed by ANT
claims that non-humans occupy the same ontological plain as humans—exerting a similar level
of influence. Clay Spinnuzi addresses ANT’s symmetry by observing, “The assumption is not
that a machine is a true actor in a humanist sense; rather, the assumption is that only by taking
the active roles of all these entities into account can we hope to understand the functioning of the
work practice and the interrelations between its constituents” (86). A repercussion of ANT’s
constituted subject is that the actor can never show up as the sole determinate (or “decider”) of
its own fate; actors are effects of networks.
But framing actors as constituted does not place us in the terrifying territory of
“determinism,” where it is said that all human “agency” evaporates in favor of an acontextual
structuralism that determines all human behavior in the same manner. Contra straw-manned
claims of determinism, Latour and Law argue that without being constituted through various
actants an agent cannot become an agent, “It was impossible before to connect an actor to what
made it act, without being accused of ‘dominating,’ ‘limiting,’ or ‘enslaving’ it. This is no longer
the case. The more attachments it has, the more it exists. And the more mediators there are the
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better” (Latour, Reassembling 217). Latour further shows that, “when sociologists are accused of
treating actors as puppets, it should be taken as a compliment, provided they multiply strings and
accept surprises about acting, handling, and manipulating. ‘Treating people like puppets’ is a
curse only when this proliferation of mediators is transformed into one agency—the social—
whose effect is simply transported without deformation through a chain of intermediaries. Then,
the original intuition has been lost for good” (Reassembling 60).
Returning to a point previously glazed over far too quickly, ANT’s constituted subject
not only knocks down the Cartesian barriers between humans and nonhumans but also the walls
between individual and community. Latour addresses the individual as constituted by the
communal through a discussion of “plug-ins,” inherited styles of being that afford us the ability
to skillfully cope with our surroundings (207-208), “Every competence, deep down in the silence
of your interiority, has first to come from the outside, to be slowly sunk in and deposited into
some well-constructed cellar whose doors have then to be carefully sealed” (Reassembling 213).
Here ANT mirrors Activity Theory, particularly the notion of internalization drawn from
Vytgovsky. As Latour notes, “Nothing pertains to a subject that has not been given to it. In a
way, is this not the strongest intuition of social sciences: ‘Have we been made up?’” (213).
Latour further provocatively asserts:
If you began to probe the origin of each of your idiosyncrasies, would you
not be able to deploy, here again, the same star-like shape that would force
you to visit many places, people, times, events that you had largely
forgotten? This tone of voice, this unusual expression, this gesture of the
hand, this gait, this posture, aren’t these traceable as well? And then there
is the question of your inner feelings. Have they not been given to you?
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Doesn’t reading novels help you to know how to love? How would you
know which group you pertain to without ceaselessly downloading some of
the cultural cliche ́s that all the others are bombarding you with? (209,
emphasis added)
Viewing actors as assemblages of influential actants allows us a more meaningful
space within which to consider actors’ engagements with familiar and unfamiliar phenomena
(particularly “old,” or familiar, and “new,” or unfamiliar, media). That is, actor-assemblages
afford a lens through which to understand how already-backgrounded relationships with
particular technological ecologies can influence actors’ interactions with foreign/unfamiliar
technologies. This notion of being thrown into a range of influences is exactly the perspective
that Activity Theory has difficulty coping with, via the persistent privileging of human agency
(which can shift mediating technological environments to meet the actor’s needs—See
Engestrom 2009). Unlike Activity Theory, which remains ever blind to the ecological emergence
of human being, ANT foregrounds technological influence as already fundamentally enframing
an agent’s field of intelligibility. This is to say, while Activity Theory understands actors as
capable of shifting, or “working against,” the mediation of various technologies (maintaining
interior intentions that can alter exterior technologies) ANT argues that certain technological
influences are always-already backgrounded as actants within an actor-assemblage.
This anti-dualistic perspective places us, I will argue, in a better position to cope with the
complexities of modern composition. Scholars such as Byron Hawk, Diane D. Davis and most
notably Thomas Rickert, as we saw earlier, have worked to show the limitations of rhetorics that
over-privilege the role of human agency, denying the co-inventional influences of non-human
actors that provide us with a deeper ecological and ontological view of rhetoric. Privileging

89

human agency over against the enframing power of nonhuman actants re-enforces a
subject/object dualism that makes thoroughly attending to complex technological environments
difficult if not impossible—as technology will be seen as always folding back under the will of
humanity’s mastery, covering up the degree to which we are “called forth” by the things of the
world. The power of ANT’s approach becomes the capability of tracing this manner of being
13

called, thrown, into particular styles of being.

For the purposes of my study I employed ANT’s symmetrical ontology to trace the
relationships between the human and non-human actors that make up a writing classroom
engaged in video production. However, I purposefully was not beholden to the growing canon of
actor-network theorization. This is to say, actor-network theory works within this study to
provide a methodological apparatus to trace the relationships between different assemblages of
actors but I did not look for opportunities to drop previous ANT work into the study to explain
the relationships between actors. One of the ironies of the work of ANT theorists is that their
traces have become formalized into concrete models that others have used to make sense of
disparate phenomena. For example, in studying the work of marine biologists within the scallop
industry, Michel Callon proposed that there were five steps to the formation of an actor-network:
problematization, interessement, enrollment and mobilization (Callon 1986). Scholars have taken
13

Concerning the nature of a trace, Latour argues, “the ratio of what we have formatted to what we ignore is indeed
astronomical. The social as normally construed is but a few specks compared to the number of associations needed
to carry out even the smallest gesture” (242). Which is to say, a trace is inextricably partial, contingent, stabilized for
the moment. Any action relies upon an “an unaccounted number of ingredients coming from the plasma around
them.” Thus traceable connections “have always to be considered against a much vaster backdrop of discontinuities”
(242). Latour goes on to show that, “The world is not a solid continent of facts sprinkled by a few lakes of
uncertainties, but a vast ocean of uncertainties speckled by a few islands of calibrated and stabilized forms” (245).
Law presses this point in seeing “out-thereness to be overwhelming, excessive, energetic, a set of undecided
potentialities, and an ultimately undecidable flux” (12). The plasma, the unknowable complexity of interrelations
beyond human understanding (the Lacanian Real, or what Heidegger terms as earth), can only ever be artificially
simplified to produce coherent accounts. Naturally these accounts are useful in so much as they open up a world for
human beings to inhabit and cope with, but their contingency and limitations must ever be recognized, creating an
ethic to promote further experimentation in moments of break down or reversal.
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these five steps as a lens through which to study how actor-networks form elsewhere (see Potts
2009). While this is certainly a valid academic activity, I feel that to some degree it misses the
point. Callon’s trace of the relationship between marine biologists and the various actants that
made up their actor-network was specific to that environment. Taking the sets of relations from
Callon’s study and looking for opportunities to project them elsewhere undercuts the antiessentialist aim of actor-network theory—namely to trace the actors without foregrounding a
particular structure that actors must operate within. To resist the desire to frame my study as an
extension of ANT canon, which would show that previously found sets of actor-network
relationships are indeed “right” by projecting them onto the sites of composing, I studied
relationships without strict adherence to previous actor-network traces.
My study participates with actor-network theory in so far as it traces the relationships
between the various human and nonhuman actors that make up a particular context (in this case a
first-year writing course) and the ways in which they form into assemblages of actor-networks.
In order to trace the interrelations between the actors of the videographic classrooms I employed
qualitative case study research methods (Johanek 2000; Suryani 2008). These methods allowed
me to: observe the ways that actors navigated the classroom, assignment, and composing
environment, interview actors to untangle the web of agencies that inform their work, including
but not limited to their backgrounded relationships with previous composing technologies, and
gather genres and artifacts that influenced the pedagogic environment within which both the
instructors and students performed.
Down to the Nitty Gritty: Research Site and Design
To trace the complex interrelations that make up a first-year writing class engaged in
videographic production I conducted case studies of two second-semester first year writing
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courses at the University of Texas at El Paso. The University of Texas at El Paso is a mid-size
doctoral granting institution on the US-Mexico Border. UTEP is distinctive not only for housing
a writing program that implemented a program-wide documentary assignment within the second
semester course of the FYC sequence, but also for its student demographics. For the academic
year of 2015-2016, UTEP enrolled 20,220 undergraduate students. Of those 20,220
undergraduates 79.9 percent were Hispanic and 84.5 percent were from El Paso County. Fiftyfour percent of undergraduate students were female and 46 percent were male. These larger
undergraduate student demographics were representative of the subjects who engaged with the
study, in that the majority of participants were from the El Paso region and of Hispanic decent.
The gender dynamics of the participants adhered largely to the university-wide statistics as well,
with female student participants making up a slight majority.

14

My case studies spanned five weeks of class meetings, from the introduction of the
15

documentary to the conclusion and final draft of the project. I employed three different forms
of data collection: semi-structured interviews of instructors and student groups within the writing
courses, observations of course sessions and student group work (both within and outside the
classroom), as well as artifact gathering/analysis. Each of these three methods of data collection
allowed me to trace the various actants and actor-networks that made up the composition
classrooms. The actants that made up the classrooms included, but were not limited to: the
14

While it is important to note the particularized demographics of UTEP students, to provide a contextual grounding
for the site of this research, my study did not end up tracing the ways in which intersectional issues of race, class and
gender impacted students’ videographic performances. My study, from the outset, sought to trace the ways in which
students’ background practices and familiarities allowed them to cope with the pedagogic environment of an FYC
course engaging in digital videography. While I did not attempt to limit the range of influences and
interrelationships the study would trace, intersectional issues were not an explicit lens that I brought to the collection
and analysis of data, due both to the study’s focus upon how concrete practices influenced student engagement with
videography and the absence of participants raising intersectional issues during interviews. Future studies might, and
should, account for how intersectional dynamics influence multimodal classrooms. However, my current study does
not engage in this sort of work.
15
The assignment occurred roughly in the middle of the semester, roughly from weeks 7-11 of the course.
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standardized curriculum that instructors inherited from the composition program, the
pedagogical practices and influences that instructors brought with them, the genre of the
documentary assignment (drawn from the standardized curriculum), the pedagogical
environment opened up by the interaction between the standardized curriculum, instructor and
documentary assignment, the students and the practices/influences that informed their work, the
groups that students formed to compose the assignment and the constellations of technologies
16

that facilitated all of the above. All of this is to say, each method of data collection sought to
unfold and trace a particular portion, or portions, of the complex ecology that was the writing
classroom—unfolding how these various elements intertwined and impacted one another.
Three instructors and five student groups participated with the study, two groups from
one instructor and one from either of the other instructors. My selection criteria centered upon
experience with videographic composing. I sought out participation from at least one instructor
who had experience with videography and one instructor who had limited or lesser experience. I
used the same criteria for student groups as well, allowing my study to trace the ways in which
variable levels of expertise with videography influenced how the assignment was taught and
performed. I garnered student and instructor participation on a voluntary basis, with the
understanding that their engagement might lead to a more nuanced understanding of video
composition that could in turn contribute to the more effective instruction of the assignment in
the future.
Data Collection and Analysis
I utilized semi-structured interviews, both individual interviews with instructors and
group interviews with students, to gain perspective on the influences that informed the actors’
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approaches to, and ways in which they navigated, the rigors of videographic composition. This is
to say: I inquired into the background techno-social influences and practices (i.e. the assemblage
of actants) that effected how actors framed the pedagogical environment of the classroom, in the
case of instructors, or entered and navigated the rigors of the class, in the case of students. To
this end I utilized a set of baseline interview questions (see Appendix A) that acted as a ground
from which to explore further issues or insights that arose during the interviews. I conducted
semi-structured interviews with students and instructors a minimum of three times, once at the
beginning of the project, once in the midst of the project and once at the project’s conclusion. I
met with student groups in the conference room of UTEP’s University Writing Center,
promoting all members of the group to join and participate with the study. These group
interviews allowed the students to discuss their work within the project, reflecting collectively
upon the moves they had made and the moves they would make moving forward. By
interviewing student groups, I traced not only the influences that informed the group, and how
variable influences interacted with one another in the group setting, but also the social dynamics
by which the group collaborated to compose the project and distribute the work of the project
amongst one another (i.e. how the group formed and worked as an actor-network). I recorded
audio of the interviews, both with instructors and students, using a smart phone application.
Once I had completed an interview I downloaded the audio files to an independent password
protected hard-drive and named them anonymously. During the analysis of data I transcribed
interviews and stored my transcriptions within the same hard-drive.
Alongside semi-structured interviews I conducted extensive observations of course
meetings as well as student group work. The observations allowed me a more expanded
perspective on the ways that humans and nonhumans acted upon one another, allowing for the
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recognition of relationships that the human agents themselves were too embedded within to be
able to speak to. Observations of class meetings also revealed how the instructors’ pedagogical
influences played out through course instruction, and how students inhabited the environment
opened up by the instructor’s pedagogy. During class meetings I sat in the back of the classroom,
taking field notes (which I later transcribed) of student/instructor interactions and the exchanges
that occurred as the actors worked through the documentary assignment.
Whenever possible I observed student group work both within and outside of the
classroom. Outside of the classroom, I sat in on student footage shooting and editing sessions,
taking field notes of student collaboration and their subprocesses of video composition. In the
context of footage collection, I shadowed students as they shot at a particular location, focusing
upon how the group members navigated videographic equipment (i.e. who framed the shots,
whether students collaborated or discussed how the sequencing of shots would unfold).
Communal editing sessions occurred within computer labs in the UTEP library, a small-enclosed
computer space containing a table with a computer/monitor mounted upon the wall. As with the
other observations, I sat in with the group to take extensive field notes. In observing the shooting
and editing of student projects I paid particular attention to the students’ relationships with
composing technologies, and how the technologies of the camera and editing suite interacted
with students’ backgrounded practices to influence the acts of composing. During observations,
as well as during interviews, I did not interject myself into the students’ or instructors’
documentary work. I framed myself only as a researcher of undergraduate writing, not disclosing
for students my own experience as an instructor within the writing program—as I did not want to
give advice or technical tutoring that would shift the actors’ style of engagement.
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Finally, I also gathered artifacts from the courses I observed, principally in the form of
course syllabi, assignment sheets, scaffolding activities and the UTEP First-Year Composition
Guide. Gathering these artifacts was instrumental in gaining an understanding of how previous
genres and sites influenced the way that the videographic project was performed within the
concrete circumstances of the writing classrooms, particularly given that these texts carried with
them a chain of previous relationships and influences—in that the curriculum and assignment
guidelines were the product of a curricular redesign that was introduced in the fall of 2008 and
intimately influenced how the courses unfolded. Collecting these artifacts allowed me to trace
the development of the documentary assignment, the conditions it arose from, the way it was
implemented through the First-Year Writing Program and the transformations that occurred due
to shifts in the Writing Program that in turn went on to influence how the project was implanted
into particular courses.
I analyzed data throughout the study, transcribing interviews and field notes before
reviewing collected data to inductively generate themes, concepts or questions that would then
inform my follow up interviews and observations. All of this is to say, I followed a recursive
data analysis throughout the study that triangulated themes, questions and concepts across the
interviews, observations and artifact analysis.
Acknowledging my own situatedness within the study, as an instructor of writing with
prior experience in both teaching videography and facilitating a variation of the documentary
assignment, I maintained a reflective journal during the study to distinguish between my own
predilections as an instructor and the compositional dynamics that I was seeing at play within the
first-year writing classrooms. I focused upon maintaining a fair perspective on the elements of
the writing courses without interjecting my own pedagogical desires or influences into the study.
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Chapter Four: Video Composition As Distinctive Practice: Tracing Documentary
Assemblages
In the spring of 2010 I received a recruitment letter from Kate Mangelsdorf, then head of
the UTEP Rhetoric and Composition PhD program. The letter arrived amidst my “arduous”
process of selecting doctoral programs. In the letter, Kate offered that:
I thought you might want to see this brochure about our comp program. You’ll be
teaching in this program if you come to UTEP. The film festival is a lot of fun.
The last line of the letter stuck with me all too readily, “what film festival?” The attached
brochure revealed that the composition program at UTEP is “based on the rich and exciting
discipline of Rhetoric and Writing Studies. We draw on this ancient tradition while also
addressing writing for the 21st century university and workplace.” The opposite panel of the
brochure proclaimed that students would engage in a “short video documentary that is entered in
an end-of-semester Documentary Film Festival.” It was upon reading that single sentence that
the UTEP PhD program interpolated me. UTEP offered a research site that fit my expressed
academic desires to a T (or, at least, it persuaded me to see things in those terms).
At that moment I was enrolled into an expansive network of interrelations that
transformed not only the possible range of appeals made by the chair of a doctoral program to
prospective students but also the relations between instructors, undergrads, administrators,
graduate students, computer labs, technical support staff, academic and non-academic genres,
community members, material settings, and videographic equipment all housed within and
beyond the walls of the University of Texas at El Paso. The arising of one assignment, the
documentary video project, in one course, the second semester of first-year composition at

97

UTEP, had transformed the practices of an entire composition program while also influencing
the movement of countless other entities, be they disciplinary, academic, or (non) human.
But even prior to these transformations, a coalescing of relationships had to form in
order for the documentary assignment to be brought forth. The correct mixture of resources,
influences, connections and expertise had to draw one another together such that not only could
the documentary show up as a possibility but also be implemented through a knot of intersecting
disciplinary and institutional programs. Having arisen from such a ground, the network of
relations that was the documentary assignment then had to build and maintain connections to
sustain itself, including the training and professionalization of teachers, continued access to and
maintenance of technical equipment, let alone the performance of composition students within
the rigors of the assignment. To consider this “single” assignment with any ecological depth is to
work through a range of intersecting influences that branch out in rhyzomatic patterns.
It is the purpose of this chapter, then, to trace the complex interrelations that called the
documentary assignment into being before exploring how the assignment was eventually enlisted
and performed within two distinctive and ecologically complex composition classrooms. To this
end, the chapter calls upon case studies of two instructors and three documentary film groups
engaging in the multimodal project. Endemic to this endeavor is a sustained inquiry into the
assemblages of connections that influence how humans and non-humans act upon one another,
with an eye toward the ways in which the distinctive practices of videography are translated,
transformed, adopted, or resisted, within an academic environment. Attending to these
connections allows us a more expansive understanding of a distinctive writing environment
while also raising challenging questions regarding what it means to draw non-traditional modes
of performance into the realm of academic writing and first-year composition in particular.
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From the Soil Up: Bringing Forth the Documentary Assignment
Any speaker is himself a respondent to a greater or lesser degree. He is not, after
all, the first speaker, the one who disturbs the eternal silence of the universe. And
he presupposes not only the existence of the language system he is using, but also
the existence of preceding utterances – his own and others’ – with which his given
utterance enters into one kind of relation or another (builds on them, polemicizes
with them, or simply presumes that they are already known to the listener). Any
utterance is a link in a very complexly organized chain of other utterances.
(Mikhail Bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays 69).
The documentary assignment came forth amidst a curricular redesign, prompted by a new
writing program administrator, that responded to, and perhaps polemicized against, the previous
structure and paradigm of UTEP first-year composition. Prior to the redesign, UTEP FYC
offered no overarching curricular designs outside of course learning objectives that instructors
interpreted and then sculpted their courses to meet. In response to the laissez faire nature of the
program, whereby instructors were free to meet the course objectives in any manner they saw fit,
the new WPA saw an increasing disconnect between the program learning objectives used to
assess outcomes (grounded in assessing end-semester student projects via a program rubric) and
the actual practices of instructors within the classroom. The curricular redesign sought to offer a
more coherent overarching curriculum that increased alignment between the efforts of instructors
and the goals of the writing program (for more on the curricular redesign see Brunk-Chavez and
Fourzan-Rice 2013). Concurrent with efforts to align classrooms with programmatic objectives
was a move to draw UTEP FYC toward a more “21st century” model of writing, whereby
blogging, wikis and websites would integrate into standard academic practices. Very much
influenced by the digital imperative (See Chapter 2), the WPA met with instructors to compose a
program-wide curriculum that allowed students to work through more expanded modes of
production to meet the rigors of contemporary composition (above and beyond the walls of the
academy). The fruit of the redesign, an e-textbook entitled The Guide to First Year Composition,
99
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would act as a stabilizing text, what ANT theorists call a boundary object , which offered a
standardized curriculum that would play out in every UTEP FYC classroom.
It was within the redesign committee’s conversations that the documentary assignment
first arose as a curricular possibility, during discussions of how to integrate electronic forms of
writing into what the committee saw as the traditional end project of an FYC course—an
argumentative research assignment. A long-time instructor noted that she had been teaching a
documentary assignment in her courses, and that the feedback from her students had been largely
positive. Having already sculpted the assignment sequence to begin with an analytical project (a
genre analysis) before moving to a research-intensive project (a literature review), the redesign
committee took up the notion of a documentary as a multimodal project that would advocate or
argue beyond traditional means, allowing students to present an argument through multimedia
(Guide 289).
However enticing it may seem to credit the innovative pedagogy of a singular instructor,
who offered an alternative perspective on an argumentative assignment, several key
technological developments had to be backgrounded in order for the documentary assignment to
show up. By 2008, the year of the redesign, personal computing software had given rise to
affordable consumer editing interfaces—including Windows Movie Maker and IMovie—that
were offered as software bundles included within computers without charge. The shift from
linear editing (wherein editors made cuts on actual film) to non-linear editing (digitized clips
edited on a computer) made possible the production of consumer friendly software that not only
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Boundary objects stabilize sets of relations between multiple sites by acting as “anchors or bridges, however
temporary,’ (Star and Griesemer 414). Boundary objects maintain sets of relations by implanting a structure into a
particular place that connects that site to the previous sites that the bounder object is embedded within; “Boundary
objects are objects which are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the constraints of the several practices
employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites.” (393)
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lessened the degree of technical expertise required to cope with the editing of video but also
significantly decreased the resources and money necessary to engage in videography. Along with
the proliferation of readily available nonlinear editing software, Youtube popularized video
sharing at a mass consumer level and afforded ready access to professional footage and
secondary materials (Burgess and Green 2009). As we will see later, Youtube became an active,
if not primary, inventional partner in student documentary work, often times sidestepping the
need for students to gain access to or cope with video recording equipment, which also waylaid
the need for the composition department to garner a great deal of videographic equipment.
Yet both the rise of video sharing on Youtube and the proliferation of non-linear editing
software would not have influenced UTEP FYC were it not for the technological infrastructure
already institutionally foregrounded at the university. UTEP campus offers 40 computer labs
housing over 1400 computers, all carrying application suites for both Apple and Microsoft
software (including audio/video editing software). The university’s IT department had expanded
to offer support services and multimedia computing labs specifically designed for student
engagement while also providing workshops addressing new media composing and rental
programs for audio/video recording devices. Thus the documentary assignment showed up as a
plausible possibility due to the proliferation of new media that had already taken hold upon the
university at large, in many ways a response to the concern that students of the region did not
have adequate access to technological resources as well as an articulation of larger pushes from
the UT system to digitize campuses.
Embedded within the technological affordances of UTEP, the redesign committee
worked to integrate a videographic project into the more traditionalized academic norms of an
argumentative project, ultimately creating an academically framed documentary. From the first
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iteration onward the documentary assignment was presented in terms of advocacy toward a
specific intended audience, as revealed in The Guide to First Year Composition, “students will
plan, write, film and edit a documentary film advocating a position on a current issue” (289). The
genre of the documentary, as framed by the program-wide documentary assignment sheet,
stresses the video argument as a form of demonstrative claims, grounded within research, which
seeks out and addresses an intended audience persuasively. To this end the assignment sheet
offers the following guiding structure for documentary projects:

Figure 4.1: Documentary Assignment Guidelines
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Here we see the documentary project as a hybrid genre, whereby academic argumentative
conventions are brought into conversation with video production—which ever holds the potential
18

for forms of appeal not strictly grounded within demonstrative claims. The hyphenated
phrasing “state and/or show” illustrates this hybrid stance, opening the possibility of both explicit
(narrative/textual) appeals alongside more implicit visual argument (“showing” via image,
juxtaposition and narrative). The assignment’s embeddedness within the overarching assignment
sequence, however, does re-enforce more traditionalized practices within the documentary. The
assignment sheet calls upon students to build upon the research completed in the literature
review. Under a subheading entitled “Important Requirements” the assignment sheet states that
students, “Need to support the documentary film with a substantial amount of research to
support any claims you make” (292). As a further articulation of the fusion between academic
argumentative conventions and videography, the assignment sheet stresses clarity of purpose,
reminding students to “be clear about your persuasive purpose—what the position/claim is and
what you would like the audience to do about it” (292). To address concerns regarding the
amount of work inherent in a videographic project, the committee crafted the documentary as a
group project that would distribute work amongst group members, creating the conditions for
collaborative composing. While we will most certainly return to the assignment sheet, and the
transformation/reiterations it will undergo within particular instructors’ classrooms, for our
purposes now it is worth highlighting that the assignment’s articulation within the structures of
the overarching curriculum, a node in a sequence of assignments, worked to re-inscribe more
traditionalized academic norms—sculpting the assignment in terms of overt claims, grounded
within academic research and composed via group collaboration. While offering the promise of
18

“Video, as a medium, allows image-events to be realized without having the burden of ‘putting into words’ felt
knowledge” (Arroyo 14).
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non-traditional performance, the assignment’s formulation in many ways also tamed the more
unruly possibilities of video.
Building Connections: Technical Support and Professionalization
Having formalized the documentary project via the assignment sheet, the redesign quickly
recognized that integrating the project within FYC would call for connections with adjacent
departments that could aid in the processes of familiarizing students with videographic
composing processes, given that the vast majority of composition instructors had never taught,
let alone performed with(in), videography. To this end the FYC program crafted connections
with the UTEP Academic Technologies department to run workshops as a formalized element of
the assignment sequence, whereby Academic Technologies would enter classrooms to run
editing workshops with students. The need to connect with Academic Technologies all the more
overtly made clear for the WPA that the documentary project would “re-quire a new expertise of
us as it does of our students” (Yancey 305). Alongside familiarizing students with the rigors of
video production, the WPA sought to create professionalization structures for incoming teaching
assistants entering the composition program, as well as the program at large.
To aid new instructors in acclimating to the distinctiveness of teaching the documentary
assignment, the WPA integrated a version of the documentary within the intensive composition
theory course required for all new teaching assistants. Over the course of two weeks prior to the
fall semester, and throughout the semester proper, the WPA called upon entering teaching
assistants to familiarize themselves with the rationale and textual articulation of the documentary
project before actually performing the project themselves (i.e. instructors were called upon to
compose their own documentaries in response to the documentary assignment). Though teaching
assistants’ projects addressed controversies within composition studies, such as the teach-ability
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of writing and the nature of academic genres, their projects ultimately had to follow the same
guiding criteria as the FYC curriculum. Furthering opportunities for new TAs to acclimate to
videography, the actual structure of the curriculum itself also acted as a form of videographic
professionalization. This is to say, the redesign transformed the evaluation of student work by
creating a grading committee (composed of new teaching assistants) that would evaluate all
student projects, rather than the instructor of the course, via an assessment software called
19

MinerWriter. The grading committee required new teaching assistants to evaluate student
documentary projects via the assignment’s formalized rubric, affording a second structure by
which TAs would gain familiarity with issues arising from the documentary assignment (See
Brunk-Chavez and Fourzan-Rice 2013). To offer professionalization beyond just the new TA
cohorts, monthly composition meetings called upon guest speakers and the Academic
Technologies department to address the composition program at large.
Through professionalization practices and the gathering force of both the standardized
curriculum and the grading committee, whereby every instructor had to follow the assignment
sequence in order for student work to be evaluated by the committee, the FYC program had
stabilized the documentary assignment within a seemingly solidified network of re-iterable
relations—new instructors would gain experience via the composition theory course and grading
committee while the performance of the assignment would be facilitated by the professionalized
composition teachers and Academic Technologies department. While this network of relations
concretized the documentary assignment, its sustainability depended upon the continued
maintenance of these relations. Without adequate TAs to populate the grading committee and the
proper technical support of the MinerWriter software the evaluative structure would not hold.
19

Influenced by Texas Tech’s ICON software (Kemp 2005), MinerWriter acted as an evaluative software system
that prompted students to upload completed projects, granting the grading committee access to student projects prior
to assessing and re-uploading the assignments for students to access.
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Even further, without persistent connections with the Academic Technologies department
students would not gain access to video editing workshops. This necessity, however, did not halt
the documentary project from flourishing. Many instructors within the composition program
worked to embed themselves within the institutional structures of the assignment, due in no
small part to the growing ubiquity of video sharing culture and interest in video. Each summer
members of the composition program helped to revise the assignment with the addition of
scaffolding activities (two long-time instructors composed outline and storyboarding activities
that would become part of the formalized assignment guidelines) and participated in the
documentary film festival.
From the documentary assignment’s inception, the FYC film festival worked to more fully
enroll both instructors and students within the project, creating an event that fostered enthusiasm
while also creating a showcase to bolster the visibility of the composition program on UTEP
campus. Stakeholders from across campus were invited to view the film festival, which offered a
sense of community for the composition program and perhaps more importantly a sense of
identity. The film festival became an embodied expression of the FYC program’s 21st century
writing ethic, committed to prompting students to engage in projects that transcended traditional
modes. From the film festival, a website containing student work arose, offering an expanded
20

collection of student submissions. The website allowed the FYC program to further promote its
own efforts while also creating a database of student examples that incoming composition
students could watch, learn from and problematize. From 2008 to 2013 the redesign and the
documentary assignment ran as the standardized, overarching curriculum for UTEP first-year
composition.
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The Times They Are A Changin’: Shifting Relations
In the fall of 2013 the WPA responsible for the curricular re-design stepped down to be enrolled into other administrative structures, allowing a new WPA to enter the re-designed
curriculum. Along with the accretion of many of the founding members of the re-design
committee, the interplay between the documentary assignment and the members of the FYC
program had begun to stagnate. Whereas in previous years the development of the assignment
had mirrored the instructors’ familiarization with the rigors of teaching video (wherein
instructors had to actively invent scaffolding activities to facilitate the documentary), the
assignment’s cementation within complementary structures, particularly Academic Technologies
seminars and the formalization of outlining/storyboarding pre-assignments now embedded
within the project, led most instructors to feel confident performing the assignment sheet without
need to further discuss the nature of videographic or visual rhetorics. The assignment sheet had
developed into a self-contained genre that instructors could present to students with scaffolding
activities already standardized (pre-write, outline, storyboard, shoot, “put it all together”).
Having built up a network of connections between stabilizing texts, the assignment sheet
and scaffolding activities that could enter into disparate classrooms and reiterate the structures of
the assignment, technical support and online resources, particularly the film festival website and
its database of student examples, the documentary assignment had formed an elastic actornetwork that no longer depended upon the active training or expertise of instructors. The
assignment structures ostensibly supplied the expertise necessary for students to engage the
rigors of the assignment, outsourcing the need for instructor experience with videography.
Instructors needed only to connect students with the larger network of the assignment, drawing
them into relations with the assignment sheet, scaffolding activities, technical support and online
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resources that would allow the assignment to unfold.
Operating within this environment, the new WPA halted the professionalization practices
that the previous WPA had crafted, no longer requiring new TAs to perform the documentary
assignment and focusing monthly comp meetings on other issues. Once more, we should note
here that the new WPA’s decision to halt the professionalization structures became a possibility
due to the evolution of the documentary actor-network. The network had gained such strength in
connections that it no longer made sense to attempt to train instructors. In many ways the
decision was passed down through the network. The WPA’s agency was itself an iteration of the
actor-network’s influence.
For a time, the grading committee continued to evaluate student work, but the inability to
garner a new technical support structure for the software—its creator having long since left the
university and expended the last of his charity in continuing to trouble-shoot the software
without cost—eventually led to a software crash that would effectively end the committee.
Without evaluative software that gathered student papers and distributed those papers to
committee members the committee could not exist. In the absence of the committee, instructors
were called upon once more to evaluate their own students’ work. Though the new WPA began
conversations regarding curricular reform, without an operant substitute to the re-design, the
previous paradigm continued to rearticulate itself via the practices of the instructors that had
been trained within the redesign and the presentation of the Guide to new instructors as a
standard from which to work from. Without the grading committee instructors were able to
pursue alternative assignments, so long as they cleared their efforts with the WPA and illustrated
the ways in which their assignments met programmatic objectives.
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Tracing Documentary Assemblages: A Matter Emphasis and Two Distinct Pedagogical
Approaches
Within the aforementioned curricular context this dissertation project conducted a case
21

study of two hybridized first-year composition courses engaging the documentary assignment.
22

Regina , a Master’s Student in creative writing who was trained in the redesign and its
professionalization structures, and Ash, a doctoral student in rhetcomp who came into the
program after the end of the professionalization structures, both inherited, worked to transform,
and taught the documentary assignment in the second semester course of first-year
composition—RWS1302. Both courses occurred during the fourth semester of the new WPA’s
leadership. To reveal the complex ways in which the documentary assignment played out in both
classes, the chapter will trace the instructors’ influences, and the means by which those
influences sculpted the pedagogic environment of the classroom, before exploring how different
groups of students worked within the courses’ pedagogic contexts and brought their own sets of
influences and skills to cope with the assignment. As mentioned earlier, tracing the interrelations
that make up the ecological setting of a course engaging in documentary videography places us
in a position to question the means by which both instructors and students work through the
rigors of videographic composing.
At the time of the study, Regina was completing the final semester of a three year
creative writing MFA, having joined the composition program as a teaching assistant her first
year of MFA coursework. Prior to entering the composition program, Regina had little
experience teaching, let alone working with videography. Working from a background of
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The hybridized courses met in person once a week and conducted the rest of course time via blackboard—the
university’s course management software
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I have employed pseudonyms for all research participants to preserve the subject’s anonymity.
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academic writing, particularly grounded within English literature, Regina recounted more than a
bit of anxiety upon the revelation that she, and the other members of her composition theory
course (taught by the redesign WPA), would be engaging in a documentary assignment
themselves. This experience, however rife with anxiety, would go on to influence Regina’s
teaching of the documentary in profound ways.
Having formed a group with four of her fellow classmates, Regina’s group quickly
realized that no in the group had any extensive experience with shooting video, let alone editing
it. To cope with the mountainous and foreign workload of producing a five to seven minute
documentary, the group began by collaboratively crafting a script that they would then shoot and
edit together. The scripting ran well, allowing group members to call upon sources from the
course before dramatizing the academic conversations via skits. Having completed the script,
utilizing google docs to create a collective document, the group decided to delegate the
videographic duties amongst one another, whereby one group member would be in charge of
23

shooting the skits (utilizing a camera rented from the FYC Program ), two group members
would act as on-screen talent within the skits and Regina would edit the video together. Over the
course of several weeks the group acted out and shot the script while Regina sought to
familiarize herself with editing practices via instructional videos on youtube (particularly the
instructional videos offered by the Apple website). With the completion of shooting, the group
reviewed their footage before passing on the materials to Regina with a few days left before the
project was due. All that was left was to “put together” what they had already completed.
Armed with the basic editing skillsets passed on by the youtube instructional videos,
Regina began to import the group’s footage into IMovie in preparation to edit. The group,
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including Regina herself, had anticipated that editing would mirror its textual counterpart, an
end-process activity whereby the already sculpted and revised material would fall into place with
shifts focusing largely upon minor issues. After all, having written a script that included slides to
both introduce the skits and transition between the performances, editing would simply be a
matter of laying out the script that the group had already written and shot. The actual editing,
however, did not meet Regina or the group’s expectations.
Regina found that the script the group had planned did not play out on the editing
timeline the way they had anticipated and that, even further, the process of editing was taking far
more time than the group had allotted for. Skits that had transitioned seamlessly from one to the
other on the page did not do so on the screen, forcing Regina to re-organize the script and find
new ways to draw together the material they had shot. Regina recounts that the editing process
was “hellacious,” requiring countless hours of finding ways to make their material cohere both
visually and argumentatively. Over against her initial understanding, Regina came to see editing
as an integral and primary part of the videographic composing process, as important (or perhaps
more so) than the planning and shooting phases.
In reflecting upon the documentary experience, Regina noted that the assignment sheet
for the project (the same assignment sheet that students worked through) emphasized the
planning of the documentary without more than a passing mention of the editing process. Indeed
the assignment sheet claims:
There are many steps to preparing a documentary film and planning is very
important. You will need to decide on a course of action that your target audience
can actually do. You will also want to write a storyboard, which is a simple
screenplay or script of the film. You will use this to decide where to put your
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sources, what images/video to put first, second, etc. and where any narration or
music will go. (291, emphasis added)
Outside of information regarding the editing software that students might use, the assignment
sheet references editing in two places: first as the end process of the project, “For this
assignment, you will plan, write, film, and edit a documentary film that creates awareness and
advocates for a change in thinking or behavior concerning a topic of political, civic or social
importance,” (291, emphasis added) and second as a reminder to maintain the documentary’s
focus, “Be vigilant about editing to maintain focus, to keep yourself as the primary voice, and
keep interest in your film” (292). Building upon what she perceived as absent from the
documentary assignment sheet, based upon her own experiences editing and conversations with
other instructors of the documentary, Regina went on to frame her pedagogical efforts in such a
way as to stress the importance of editing, particularly given the assignment’s group framing.
24

From the introduction of the assignment , embedded within the standardized redesign
curriculum that her class followed, Regina stressed for her students not only the importance of
editing as a primary mode of videographic composition but also the need for the student groups
to create roles that allowed all students to collaboratively engage in every phase of the
videographic composing process. Regina recounted for me that, “By being the only one who
edited, I essentially did more than half of the work. My group members helped write the script
and shoot the video, but I was the one who really composed the project and put it together as a
coherent video.” Thus when addressing the documentary groups that formed in her class, Regina
promoted the groups to consider how they would collectively edit their projects, given that
Regina stressed “editing creates your draft.” Regina warned that if student groups did not
24

At the time of the study Regina had taught the documentary assignment once before, making the spring 2015
semester the second time she had engaged the assignment pedagogically.

112

collaboratively edit, finding opportunities for everyone in the group to have some say in the
editing process, then one or two members would end up doing “the vast majority of the work of
the documentary.” It was in this way the Regina worked both to stress editing alongside the more
familiarized textual processes of scripting and storyboarding.
Regina prompted students to consider and work through how to allow all group members
to engage in the primary stages of the videographic process (scripting, shooting and editing—
rinsing and repeating back through the process) while also offering collaborative frames that the
groups might take on. Regina differentiated between two different modes of group editing, what
she coined horizontal and vertical editing. Regina forwarded horizontal editing as the process by
which a group slices up portions of the project and assigns a particular portion of the video for
25

each group member to edit. Vertical editing, on the other hand, involves delegating different
members as tiers of editors, whereby different members of the group would be responsible for
first, second and third edits (each tier of editors creating a full draft before the next tier revises
the prior editors’ work). Rather than hold these two approaches over against one another, Regina
offered that students could find ways to blend both vertical and horizontal editing, whereby a
group might split up the project into pieces for group members to edit on their own before
coming back together and editing together the entire project as a group. Regina stressed
continually that collaborating on the scripting and storyboarding of the project, while important,
would not be enough. Everyone would need to have some kind of hand in the editing of the
project and, as an additional scaffolding frame beyond editing seminars and YouTube
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Some might shutter at this suggestion as promoting cooperation rather than collaboration (Stacey 2005).
Differentiating cooperation from collaboration, Stacey identifies cooperative work as efforts that divide composing
into manageable chunks, composed by group members independent of one another, before drawing the parts
together into a final version. Collaborative work, on the other hand, entails doing “the work together and while the
work may be delegated, the final result is negotiated” (151) We’ll return to this line of questioning a bit later.
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instructional videos, those with experience would need to help their less experienced members
learn the processes of editing. Regina went as far as to claim that, “if you’re a good editor and
you know how to use the system then you need to teach the other people in your system.” The
pedagogical emphasis upon editing also played out in the timing of the Academic Technologies’
editing seminar, offered to the course in the first week of the project such that students would
have more time to familiarize themselves with the editing interface.
Alongside stressing the importance of editing, Regina offered in-depth instruction on the
visual forms of argumentation made available by videography, drawing from graduate
coursework taken in film studies. Regina called upon her class to close-read the shot-by-shot
composition of music videos and scenes from movies, calling attention to juxtaposition as a key
mode of videographic appeal. Regina and her class worked through the ways in which
juxtaposition drew dissimilar images together in such a way that an audience came away with a
particular experience without the film overtly having to make any claim. The primary example to
illustrate juxtaposition included a close reading of the climactic final fight scene of The Good,
The Bad and The Ugly. Close-reading the scene, students noted that the juxtaposition between
shots of a close up on one character’s eyes, followed by a close up of another characters’ eyes
before a shot of the first character’s gun, created the experience that the characters were staring
down one another and that they were at odds with one another (without any overt suggestion).
Based upon the juxtaposition discussion, whereby students experienced and rhetorically analyzed
the ways in which the juxtaposition of images made arguments and drew audiences to make
conclusions, Regina encouraged students to consider that every shot in their documentaries
should convey something, should contribute to some underlying argument, or move, or mood
that the documentary was attempting to draw its audience to undergo. To this end, Regina shifted
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the documentary assignment to require that students shoot their own footage as a way to engage
with creating and juxtaposing their own images without the aid of secondary footage (limited to
no more than a minute per documentary project). Regina’s discussions, which called upon
students to respond to and actively explore the distinctions that she introduced, took up the bulk
of class time. Due to the hybridized nature of the course, meeting once a week and conducting
the rest of coursework via online instruction and participation, Regina used her class time
primarily as a discussion space (save for the editing seminar conducted by Academic
Technologies), forwarding students to edit and compose in their out of class time. We have seen
here that Regina’s pedagogical approaches were deeply influenced by her previous experiences
with video-composition, facilitated by the professionalization structures of the composition
program. The second instructor, Goeff, entered the composition program after the
professionalization structures that had allowed Regina experience in video composing had
already dissolved, creating a decidedly different assemblage of influences.
Ash, a second year doctoral student in Rhetoric and Composition, was engaging the
documentary assignment for her first time as a composition instructor at UTEP. Though she had
never taught the documentary before, Ash had taught visual argument in the form of websites
and posters while also having taken both Master’s and Doctoral level courses in both electronic
26

writing and visual rhetoric. Having received a Master’s in Rhetoric and Composition, Ash had
four years of experience teaching composition at the undergraduate level. In previous courses
Ash had promoted students to engage online writing by creating blogs, websites and twitter
narratives. She had also allowed students to choose their own genres in response to a particular
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Ash was actually enrolled in a doctoral-level Rhetoric and Technology course the semester of the study.
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assignment. In response to the opportunity to choose their own modes of performance, students
had composed videos for Ash’s courses—but never as an overt structure of the curriculum.
Unlike Regina, Ash’s enrollment in the composition program required no engagement
with the documentary project. None of Ash’s cohort was called upon to work through the
documentary, offering a starkly different dynamic than Regina’s cohort. Whereas Regina’s
cohort could draw upon one another’s experiences both performing and participating in
composition meetings exploring the documentary, Ash’s cohort arrived after serious
consideration of the documentary had been relegated to continued use of the standardized
assignment sheet. In light of his lack of familiarity with video, Ash had resisted teaching the
assignment during her previous courses, voicing concerns that she would not be able to
meaningfully help students engage videographic composing. At the time of the study, however,
Ash had shifted her course structure, which largely operated independent of the standardized
redesign curriculum, replacing her website project with the documentary assignment. Having
reviewed the standardized assignment, and the built in scaffolding activities of the outline and
storyboard, Ash felt confident that the assignment sheet would aid her in drawing her students
through the documentary project.
Upon introducing the assignment, Ash led class discussions to consider the similarities
and differences, drawing from Palmeri, between composing with video and composing with
more traditional textual means. The class considered that documentaries and more traditionalized
forms of writing often operated within distinctive discourse communities with different purposes
and intended audiences. Ash forwarded this line of thought as a key inventional consideration for
the documentary, drawing students to consider that engaging the documentary would mean
addressing audiences that were different from other modes and genres. The persistent framing of
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similarities and differences between video and traditionalized texts allowed Ash to emphasize
connections between certain sub-processes of both forms. The course found that both
traditionalized text and video employed alphabetic writing—in the form of scripting in the case
of video.
Building upon the similarities between modes also allowed Ash to make further
connections between traditionalized argumentation and documentary film making, promoting the
class to see that “everything you do in a text or an essay you can bring into a documentary.” The
discussions of similarities worked to propose a footing for students to stand within the
assignment. Though videography was foreign to many, if not most, of the students, the processes
of argumentation and appeal were skillsets that the course had already been engaging through
other modalities (text). It was from this common ground that Ash then led students to explore the
differences that embodied videographic performance. Using examples of professional and
student documentaries, Ash promoted students to draw out modes of appeal that were distinctive
to video argument and were not possible in text. Students identified the framing of shots, music,
and the emotive appeals of video as distinctions that did not operate the same way in text. By
providing examples for students to build upon, Ash provided materials that her students could
then consider and transform to meet their own needs.
In the midst of instructing the documentary assignment Ash was also reading Alexander
and Rhodes On Multimodality (ironically enough a pillar of this dissertation project) for her
doctoral level Rhetoric and Technology course. Engaging with the work of Alexander and
Rhode’s created a difficult situation for Ash, whereby she began to question the way that
videography was framed within the classroom. In particular, he saw in the work of Alexander
and Rhodes a more explicit focus on the non-symbolic possibilities of videographic argument,
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processes that she herself remained largely removed from and unsure of how to engage students
with, outside of pointing students to examples of this kind of work—videos that employed more
non-textual appeals. The ability to point to these forms of argumentation was available, but the
means by which to engage those forms remained largely out of reach. Ash questioned the
framing of the documentary assignment reiterated by the assignment sheet, but in the absence of
videography experience she still had to fall back upon the standardized assignment to facilitate
the project for the class.
Which is to say, Ash utilized the standardized assignment sheet as the basis of the
project. However, unlike Regina, Ash mirrored the syllabus in emphasizing the planning,
scripting, storyboarding and shooting processes of the documentary (ostensibly in that order)
without addressing questions concerning editing. Editing remained largely unspoken for the
majority of the project’s progression, save that the class would receive an Academic
Technologies seminar to ground students within the software—a seminar that was provided for
students the week prior to the final draft’s due date (week 3 of a 4 week sequence). In terms of
the documentary assignment’s group framing, Ash promoted students to form groups of 3-4
students but did not consider, with any detail, the means by which students would collaborate.
Ash, drawing from the assignment sheet, promoted students only to consider that they should
break up the project into duties that each member could be responsible for and reasonably
complete given time constraints.
A Trace of Documentary Student Groups
Now that we have analyzed the respective pedagogic environments opened up by two
different classrooms, informed by a range of prior experiences and influences distinctive to each
instructor, we are now behooved to trace the manner in which the students themselves operated
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within these environments to engage the documentary assignment. To this end we will trace the
influences and practices of three student groups, two working within Regina’s course (group 2
and group NOA) and one working within Ash’s (the movie group).
Part I—Group 2
The first student group to engage with the study (self named “group 2” from Regina’s
class) was comprised of 4 members: Margaret, Jake, Emily and Brad. Margaret had little to no
experience with videography, having only begun to engage video composing a week prior to the
introduction of the documentary assignment. Upon recognizing that she would be working
through video, Margaret attended one of the Academic Technologies editing workshops, an hour
and a half course providing the basics of importing footage, making basic cuts on a non-linear
timeline and exporting footage. The rest of the group held more videographic experience, though
to varying degrees. Brad had taken classes on video editing during his middle school years, part
of a multimedia grant given to the school district. Despite this background training he had not
worked with video since. Emily and Jake, on the other hand, had both garnered experience with
shooting and editing their own personal projects in their free time. Jake had first gained an
interest in videography in the sixth grade via a school video project (documenting his class play).
From that point onward he made personal videos documenting various interests. Emily had
gained interest and experience by virtue of her parents, her mother having called upon
videography to record family events. In her free time Emily created stop-go animated films of
wrestling action figures as well as skateboarding videos. Both Emily and Jake commented that a
key factor in their development as editors arose from Youtube instructional videos. Emily in
particular observed that when she watched other videos and noticed a video technique she was
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not already familiar with she would search Youtube for instructional videos to explain and
demonstrate the affordance in question.
At the beginning of the project, group 2 started by discussing their various backgrounds
and skillsets, attempting to gain a feel for who was comfortable engaging with a particular subprocess of the project. While the more experienced editors of the group, Emily and Jeff, were
framed as the “lead editors” of the group, the other two members were en-listed to edit the
project as well. Emily recounts that this arrangement showed up only after the group had spent
further time reflecting upon how to distribute the work of the project. At first blush the group
agreed to have Emily and Jeff solely engage the editing process but this frame was disturbed by
Regina’s collaborative provocations. Emily reflected that:
That’s how we initially had it [Emily and Jeff responsible for all the editing] but
we thought about it and that’s a lot of editing and at the same time they [Brad and
Margaret] wouldn’t get to edit, you know, because for anyone in this class who
hasn’t edited before if they’re ever going to need to edit in the future—now it’s
just another class where they haven’t had that experience.
Having foregrounded that editing would be dispersed amongst the group, group 2 collaborated to
draft a script of their project—an endeavor that in many ways worked as a response to student
examples that Regina had shown the class. Group 2 noticed that several of the example student
documentary projects worked primarily through textual and narrative appeals, making overt
claims toward an intended audience. The group framed their efforts over and against this
approach. Brad recalls that watching the example videos “felt sort of like a power point playing,
you just hit the next button and it’s the next fact and somebody just reads it, they explain it, but
there’s no excitement in that. It doesn’t engage the audience that much.” Emily further felt that
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“It feels just like an essay, like audio playing, I just feel like you don’t get much out of it that
way.”
Recognizing what they saw as the more limited persuasive appeals of overt
argumentation in video, the group sought to create a narrative that would explore the
repercussions of texting and phone culture upon student life. Part of the challenge of working
toward a narrative within the documentary assignment, however, was finding a way to embed
research within the structure of the story they had created (the story of a student whose texting
had begun to disrupt his contact with the world around him). As a way to embed academic
sources within the narrative, the group devised a narrative element whereby the main character
would be called upon to sit down and watch a Youtube video that presented student interviews
and information regarding cellphone use and student life. This is to say, group 2 created a more
traditionally “informational” documentary that would play within their more narratively driven
project. Once the group had found this structure, they decided to split the editing tasks between
the two documentary types for their first round of edits: Emily and Jake would edit the narrative
while Margaret and Brad would edit the in-video documentary. While the editing duties were
split (for the first round of edits), the collecting of resources, shooting and interviewing were all
engaged collectively, with available group members aiding one another to complete a given task.
Once the respective parts of the documentary had been edited the group came together as a
whole to draw the distinct portions together and then engage in a second major edit of the entire
project.
Though group 2 focused much of their initial efforts upon navigating roles and scripting
the project, they also made a considerable effort to begin shooting and editing their project as
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early as possible. Emily and Jake, having more experienced with editing, anticipated that
editing early would allow the group to more fully adapt to any breakdowns or disturbances that
might arise, “that’s why we wanted to start early, in case some scene didn’t turn out right we
could refilm it and rework it.” This practice proved wise as the first round of shooting scenes had
to be completely redone. Emily recalls that, “We had some filming issues that we didn’t notice
the first time around until we went in to edit for the first time, then we noticed that there were
birds and cars and all this noise so we had to go back and refilm it better.” Notice here that the
editing environment had begun to influence the ways in which Emily and the group shot their
video. Having background experience with editing drew the group to think through distinctions
that would not have arisen otherwise—focusing upon audio elements that show up within the
editing software but are not as easily recognized reviewing footage within the camera. Alongside
anticipating the editing interface during their shooting, editing early and often meant that group 2
sidestepped time limitations, Jake remarked that, “As editors we know by experience that it takes
a lot more time than just two days,” while allowing the group to more fully explore various
approaches to assembling their material through the editing interface—engaging in deep revision
of their work on the editing timeline alongside shifts in scripting and shooting.
Group 2 thus aligned shooting and editing as sides of the same coin, wherein shooting
would necessitate immediate editing to see what did and did not work. Collaboratively, the
group’s efforts to ensure that everyone had a hand in editing also allowed a more meaningful
group editing session to arise once the distinct portions of the project had been edited
independent of one another. To conduct the group editing sessions, that drew the distinct parts
together, the members met twice in a collaborative computer space—one computer with editing
27

The group garnered personal cameras (from Emily and Jeff) and called upon both personal computers and UTEP
computer labs to engage with the project.
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software surrounded by multiple chairs and a desk. With each group member having had an
opportunity to engage in the processes of editing, the less experienced editors were able to gain
more experience and thus engage more confidently with editing decisions in the context of the
larger group. By foregrounding the importance of editing, group 2 engaged in expansive revision
that all members worked through in terms of the scripting shooting and editing of their project.
Part II: Group NOA
Group NOA, akin to group 2, was composed of students both familiar and unfamiliar
with videographic composing. A five-member group also working within Regina’s class, Adrian,
Will, Rose, Abbey and Sasha banded together to engage the documentary assignment. Of the
group only Will and Adrian held any considerable experience with videography. Adrian gained
an interest in videography by remixing Disney clips into music videos, as well as re-editing
trailers for the Hunger Games film series (a series of practices she had cultivated since early high
school). Will, having acquired one of the first iterations of the Go Pro camera, recorded and
edited snowboarding videos as well as cross-country trips. Rose, Abbey and Sasha collectively
had very little experience with videography, though all three members (along with Will) had
28

worked through Public Service Announcement assignments in the first semester of UTEP FYC.
The PSA, formalized as a standardized assignment within the first semester of the curricular
redesign, was molded to help facilitate transfer between the first and second semester (in
anticipation of the documentary project). Surprisingly, though, neither Rose, Abbey nor Sasha
articulated confidence or experience in videography after having worked through the PSA
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As part of the scaffolding of videographic composing within the standardized curriculum, the first semester
sequence of UTEP FYC had created a PSA assignment, a shorter videographic project that would first introduce
students to video argument. By the time of the study the standardized structure had largely been shifted by many
instructors, creating an additional range of experience in students entering the second semester of FYC—between
those that had worked upon a PSA in their first semester course and those that had not. To this point, none of the
students in group 2 had performed the PSA, whereas all the members of Group NOA (save for Ash) had.
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assignment—due in no small part to their roles in the project adhering to textual sub-processes
(writing scripts without shooting or editing video).
Focusing upon the media’s impact on people’s self-image, group NOA, unlike group 2,
started their project by focusing upon gathering footage rather than planning and scripting.
Adrian recalls that to start the project, “We didn’t really know what our documentary was going
to look like until we knew what we had. So we went out and got what we could and then we
started talking about what it could look like.” Whereas group 2 worked to create a structure and
then integrate interviews into that structure (making shifts as necessary), NOA gathered
interviews with subjects first such that the structure and direction of the documentary could arise
from the material. The group further focused on gathering as much material, shots/interviews, as
they could. As Will claims, “You need a lot of footage because not everything that you film is
going to be the result that you want from your video. So you have to have a lot of things you can
grasp on.” Checking out cameras from Academic Technologies, the members of the group
collaborated to interview as many subjects as possible before communally coming together to
edit the project.
Upon having shot upward of eight interviews, the group gathered in a collaborative
computing space, one editing station surrounded by chairs, to begin early edits of the project. As
mentioned earlier, the goal of these early edits was to allow the interviews to generate a structure
for the documentary. The group decided to edit together based in no small part upon the
suggestions of Regina, who pointed to the collaborative spaces made available by Academic
Technologies (embedded within the third floor of the UTEP library). Yet the group soon found
that editing together brought unexpected challenges, particularly given that two members of the
group were more familiar with editing than the other three. Within the collaborative space the
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group struggled with editing together. Will and Adrian recount feeling frustration with one
another. Will had been chosen to sit at the computer, but Adrian admits to persistently wishing to
“step in” and create the cuts herself, while group discussion made the process of editing ever
more time consuming—particularly given that variance in familiarity with the software meant
the more experienced editors and the less experienced group members struggled to articulate
their thoughts to one another. While the less experienced members of the group had sought out
editing workshops and Youtube instructional videos, the lack of experimenting/practicing with
the software itself presented obstacles to collaborative editing. Scheduling conflicts with other
classes and personal obligations further strained the group editing effort, to the point where,
despite having gathered a great deal of interview material, shots and research, only 40 seconds of
video had been edited upon the timeline and 8 days remained before the final draft was due. The
group found that attempting to allow the structure of the documentary to arise from editing the
interviews together was too time consuming. Adrian illustrates this point in claiming, “There’s
just a lot of layers to it [editing] and trying to get everybody to work at once on all those layers,
giving their input on all those layers all at once we didn’t have time to hash out everyone’s
responsibilities during a group edit.”
At this point, the group decided to split their roles based upon experience, forwarding
Adrian and Will as the main editors while the remaining group members acted as research
assistants—whose responsibilities included highlighting and writing down the time code of
notable excerpts from interviews and gathering further secondary research. Adrian reflected,
“We were basically allocating labor by experience, the person who could get it done the fastest
were the people in charge of it.” Since the group had not created a coherent script prior to the
editing process, the two editors (Adrian and Will) created two different versions of the
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documentary, using the group’s collaboratively edited 40 second introduction as the basis for
each. The composing process was thus split once more as Adrian and Will crafted two different
versions of the documentary, generating two different scripts as they went (drawn from the
interview clips and highlighted excerpts/secondary research created by the other three group
29

members). Once Adrian and Will created their two respective versions of the documentary, the
group reconvened to watch the documentaries and provide feedback, including synthesizing
portions of either version of the documentary into one another.
In meeting collectively to review and offer revisions on the two versions of the
documentary, group NOA synthesized portions of Will’s documentary into Adrian’s and revised
the project’s narration, which required Adrian to retrack and then re-edit the project to include
the group’s revisions. While this process allowed everyone in their group to have a say in the
final draft of the project, much of the generation of the documentary lay exclusively in the hands
of the group’s two editors. Sasha, Rose and Abbey had collaborated extensively to gather
interviews, secondary sources, and work through the group edit, but the editing that ultimately
created the vast majority of the project was left out of their hands. Indeed, despite Regina’s
efforts to create pedagogic structures that would promote collaborative editing practices, multiple
groups beyond NOA admitted to having one or two members engage most of the project’s
editing, due in no small part to the difficulties of blending student schedules together let alone
the intoxicating possibility of students allowing themselves to fall back on familiar modes of
expertise and practice (those familiar with writing will help write the script and those already
familiar with editing will edit the project). For many students it was more expedient, easier, to
have students more familiarized with video practices engage the processes of editing, allowing
29

To facilitate the flow of secondary materials, logged interview sound bites and actual footage the group created
and collectively shared a dropbox folder
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less familiar students the more comfortable alternative of focusing upon composing the textual
portions of the project. Though NOA may not have allowed all of its members to fully engage
with the various stages of the videographic composing process, as group 2 had, NOA did engage
in multiple edits and revisions, creating a documentary project that fell within the genre
conventions of a more academically driven documentary.
As we’ve seen, the actors that made up group 2 and group NOA held varying degrees of
videographic experience. However, neither of these groups was composed entirely of students
with limited experience in digital videography. Turning to Ash’s course, we find a student group
that could not fall back upon the expertise of one or more group members, as the entire group
approached video production as an unfamiliar medium.
Part III: The Movie Group
Shifting from Regina’s course to Ash’s classroom, the Movie Group was composed of
three members: Sean, April and Marcus. Of the three members, only one had worked with video
prior to engaging with the assignment. Sean’s experience with performance centered principally
upon his time as a court stenographer, alongside experiences performing traditionalized
academic projects. April and Marcus were similarly attuned to the norms of academic
performance, particularly textual analysis and research, though Marcus, unlike April and Sean,
had engaged the PSA assignment in the previous semester. Marcus recounted that his work in the
PSA project focused exclusively upon the recording of skits. His PSA group left the editing
responsibilities to the person who already held editing experience, leading him to observe that
though he had shot video before he “didn’t really have any experience with it.” Though no group
member had sustained experience with video, all three members carried a considerable interest in
film (to the point of sustaining prolonged arguments as to whether Aliens is the last canonical
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entry in the Alien franchise). The interest in film became the ground from which the
documentary project arose for the group. Upon first brainstorming their possible topics, group
members persistently offered scenes from films that exemplified the topic at hand. Settling upon
gender stereotypes within the workplace as the documentary’s focus, the group’s inventional
process began with generating movie scenes and references that embodied recurrent stereotypes
that the group would then seek to unravel.
Having settled upon a focus and drawn upon filmic references, the group began
producing an outline followed by a preliminary script. Utilizing google documents, the group
collaboratively explored different stereotypes, framing the documentary in terms of textual
appeals, presented on screen and expressed via voice over narration, that would comment upon
and complicate movie clips that depicted a particular preconceived notion of how gender played
out in the workplace. Youtube became a primary inventional partner for the group, supplying
access to uploaded scenes and secondary footage that the group could call upon and edit. As the
group searched Youtube for suitable clips, the emphasis remained upon written scripting of the
project, refining and revising their script with the intent of using slides to present the
documentary’s core claims (which the narration would articulate or “read” for the audience). The
dominant standing point of the project was text, even to the point of group members reassuring
one another that “We have this pretty much figured out, all we have to do now is put it on paper”
(emphasis added). The focus upon scripting and finding movie clips from Youtube persisted,
influencing the understanding that once the script was fully crafted and revised the editing would
“pretty much take care of itself,” and would become the responsibility of one group member.
Based upon this understanding, the group did not actively seek out instructional materials or
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support to familiarize themselves with editing—opting to wait for the editing workshop that
would be held during week 3 of the 4 week assignment sequence.
The script eventually took on the form of a three-pronged argument, grounded within
voice over narration, presenting one dominant gender stereotype per section that would then be
challenged and revised. Upon reflecting on how to present the commentary on the stereotypes
(presented via movie scenes), the group expanded to call upon their own personal experiences as
additional support to counter the problematic position in question. This new framing created the
need for the group to record themselves, which meant calling upon Academic Technologies to
rent a camera. Camera now in tow, the group met off-campus to interview one another and
recorded their experiences with relative ease, having scripted out their responses before using
off-screen cue-cards to help guide the group member on camera. The group finished shooting
their personal interviews just prior to the IMovie seminar, which replaced standard course time
(running for an hour and a half). Following the IMovie workshop, the group felt confident in
their script and the sources/video/audio they’d collected. The group handed over editing
responsibilities to April on Friday afternoon with the expectation that she would edit over the
weekend in anticipation of a Tuesday due date.
Upon entering the editing interface April immediately found that what had felt relatively
simple during the Imovie workshop became increasingly foreign and challenging:
For me it was a totally new thing, it wasn’t like something where I could just pull
from somewhere else and you know say ‘Oh I kind of know how to do that’.
Every single part of the process, to me, was new.
Reaching out to her fellow group mates did not offer any meaningful support however, as no one
else in the group was able to help waylay the problems that were showing up (April’s home
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computer held an earlier version of IMovie not covered during the IMovie workshop). April
recounts her struggles attempting to adapt to the editing environment: “I spent like, it was over
20 hours worth of IMovie time and it just wasn’t getting to where I wanted it to be and that’s
when I threw in the towel and thought there might be an easier program.” Unable to import or
edit the narration-audio tracks that the group had recorded, April turned to a cloud based
software entitled Powtoon to draft the video. Powtoon, a ”user-friendly” animation software,
allows users to create free animated videos using pre-set slides and transitions. Acclimating to
the composing environment of Powtoon meant giving up the narration that the group had
recorded, instead offering statistical slides to support the videos that the group had gathered and
now embedded within the Powtoon software. While Powtoon allowed the creation of a coherent
video it also limited composing possibilities, constraining the amount of text that could show up
on a slide and cutting out the possibility of voice over—ostensibly reframing the project as a
dominantly textual presentation with accompanying videos to illustrate textual points (which had
formerly been planned to be made via voice over).
The group’s inability to enroll support structures to help them cope with the editing
environment inextricably transformed the composition of the documentary. In reflecting upon the
editing troubles, April contended that, “We should’ve turned on to IMovie sooner, to really give
us time to mess around and figure out what we were doing.” Taking a step backward, the group’s
persistent stance within textual practices limited them from both comprehending and enacting
the distinctions that arise through videographic composing, a set of relations that the underlying
pedagogical environment largely did not work to challenge. Before we are swept up too quickly
into claims that the pedagogical environment could not support the distinctive processes of
videographic composing, it is worth noting that other groups that were not familiar with video
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adapted to meet the rigors of the project. The degree to which they adapted, however, is worth
considering. Of the four groups that performed the project in Ash’s class, three engaged in
editing as the final stage of the composing process, allotting the most time and effort upon
planning, scripting, gathering of materials and shooting. The group that had spent more time
editing contained two members who held extensive experience with videography. The degree to
which revision occurred during the non-editing portions of the class’ documentary sub-processes
is undeniable, scripts and storyboards were revised and transformed, in no small part to the
courses’ structure. But revision practices via non-linear editing did not occur to nearly the same
degree. The “final” drafts of the projects were, in most cases, the first cut—edited solely by one
or two editors. The degree to which students were able to explore the more distinctive composing
environment of non-linear editing was undercut by the emphasis upon textual practices,
ostensibly limiting student engagement with the more distinctive practices of video composition.
Troubling Questions
In tracing how two distinct pedagogic environments facilitated the processes of the
documentary assignment, and the means by which students engaged that assignment, a series of
questions quickly arise. Namely, can a documentary assignment framed in a group format open
up the space for deep collaborative efforts? Phrased differently, are students learning how to
engage with the distinctive composing processes of multimedia if their participation in a group
multimedia project only entails working through certain parts of the of the composing process?
Multiple students, who had worked through a previous videographic assignment in the firstsemester of UTEP FYC, voiced concerns that they had not learned how to engage video
composing because they had not gained any experience in editing. Such a line of questioning
raises trouble for a project that on the surface appears impressive in its own right, and in many
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ways is. Student groups spend countless hours planning, scripting, shooting and editing material
to form a coherent documentary. But are students truly learning if they do not have the
opportunity to fully engage with one of the major processes of video composing?
Alongside questions concerning videographic collaboration, by tracing the development
of the documentary assignment we saw the ways in which videographic argument was embedded
within existing curricular structures of academic performance and framed in the light of textual
practices. By focusing upon the written portions of videography the assignment sheet forwarded
a view of the videographic composing process that effectively de-emphasized, or at least
severely underplayed, the importance and persistence of non-linear editing practices. For
instructors familiar with videographic composing such a framing was made up for by additional
pedagogical focus, exemplified by Regina’s emphasis upon student engagement with processes
of editing. But for instructors with limited videographic experience, who depended upon the
stabilizing function of the assignment sheet to unfold the documentary assignment, editing
remained a largely unspoken element of video composition (this was the case for not only Ash
but also numerous instructors with limited videographic experience in the UTEP FYC program).
Compositionists with limited experience with videography tended to understand editing as an
end-process procedure that fixes minor mechanical issues and simply translates the composing
completed in scripting and shooting phases. Nancy Sommers canonically found a similar mode
of engagement when writing students understood revision through the lens of speech, confusing
processes of textual editing for revision. The reversal here becomes that from a textual
perspective non-linear editing, the cutting and re-assembling of footage, lent itself all too readily
to being framed as textual editing, paving over the degree to which editing in many ways is
revision in videographic composing. Forwarded to focus upon the textual elements of the
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videographic composing processes, many student groups sustained limited engagement with
non-linear editing environments, constricting both the development of non-linear editing
practices and the exploration of multi-layered composition distinctive to video production.
All of this is to say, in the context of this project’s study, familiarity with a composing
modality did make a difference in the ways in which the instructor could help facilitate student
contact with non-traditional modes of composing. This isn’t to say that one instructor willfully
opened up a more accommodating pedagogical environment and the other did not. It is to say
that our place of standing, our emplacement within a particular set of practices, may influence
our pedagogical endeavors in ways we might not anticipate—in this case, as noted above, an
instructor’s lack of familiarity with a distinct form of composing led to a lack of emphasis upon
one of videography’s primary composing processes: non-linear editing. Soon after the
completion of the project, however, the instructor in question had the opportunity to engage in
videography himself.
Upon completing the instruction of the documentary assignment Ash composed a
videographic project of her own within the doctoral-level Rhetoric and Technology course.
Almost immediately Ash recognized the limitations of framing video composition with an
emphasis upon textual practices, reflecting that, “After creating my own video I realized, that
(the pedagogical model he had employed in his class) isn’t really the way the process worked.”
Ash found that rather than focusing upon extensive planning, “the gathering of footage was more
fruitful if I didn’t have an exact idea of what I was looking for,” and that “once I started editing
it, it started weaving itself together different than I anticipated it would in the beginning…
Assembling the footage together was much more productive in my process.” By working through
the processes of video composition Ash concluded, “Going through it and understanding how it
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works gives you a different perspective on teaching it.” In the end Ash arrived at the same
position that informed Regina’s (video) pedagogy, highlighting the importance of gaining
experience in a particular mode to teach it. But such a pedagogical approach is not without
challenges.
Regina’s experience with videography allowed her to place emphasis upon non-familiar
portions of the videographic composing process in ways Ash could not (at the time). But her
efforts were still challenged by the persistence of two dominant modes of coping: ease and
familiarity. Forwarding deep collaboration within a group documentary assignment meant
overcoming the more eased path of having student group members engage the practices they are
already familiar with. Group 2 took up this challenge, promoting its members to engage in
practices that called for the expansion of customary practices (both from non-experienced editors
who were called upon to edit and experienced editors who could have easily “taken the reins”
and edited the project without the inclusion of Others). Yet even group 2’s editing was primarily
completed in seclusion from one another, raising questions as to the degree to which a non-linear
editing interface can facilitate the collaboration of multiple editors at the same time.
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Video Pedagogy Moving Forward
In attending to the distinctive practices of video composing, and how students and
instructors cope with, take on or fail to accommodate those practices, this case study has found
that non-linear editing is a primary mode of videographic composition that complicates attempts
to promote group collaboration within video composition. While numerous studies have pointed
to the recursive nature of new media composing, video composing included, limited worked has
stressed the compositional importance of non-linear editing, or explored the nature of
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Is there a reason that no videographic equivalent to google docs has arisen?
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videographic collaboration. Bump Halbritter’s Mics, Camera, Symbolic Action persistently
mentions the necessity of editing and the amount of time that editing requires, “editing is usually
the most intensive part of any video project,” but does not overtly emphasize editing as a
distinctive video practice or primary compositional mode (his book dedicates extensive chapters
to what teachers need to know about audio and shooting, but not cutting). The book largely takes
for granted that its audience will readily recognize and appreciate the importance of editing, a
stance that is complicated by the influence of textual practices upon video-composition—which
we’ve seen unfold throughout this chapter.
In addressing student collaboration within video projects performed within his courses,
Halbritter observes that, “those who had not done most of the editing—most of the labor—
wanted an opportunity to do it!” (67). To account for this desire Halbritter created a dual
assignment wherein a larger group (of 4-6 students) would shoot footage and then be prompted
to make two different movies out of the same footage. But what remains unaddressed here is how
that collaborative process played out (though this is certainly no fault of the book, such a
question extends beyond the boundaries of his project). Did the students edit together at the same
time? In Regina’s terminology, did they engage in a vertical cut? Or did they break the project
into portions for different members to focus upon and then bring together, a horizontal cut? Did
students engage in some mixture of these two techniques, or perhaps alternative methods?
The point here becomes that implanting a non-traditional mode within an academic
composing environment challenges traditional notions of not only composition but also
collaboration. The academic commonplace that students will collaborate on their work is
transformed within the context of videography, particularly given that videographic composing
outside of the academy is often highly differentiated in terms of its distribution of roles—
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directors are not expected to cut, editors are not expected to write scripts and script writers are
not expected to frame shots. But a prosumer approach, embedded within an academic
environment, collapses all of these roles and distributes them amongst a group of students.
Moving forward, it is incumbent upon us to further explore the nature of video composing
processes within academic writing environments, particularly regarding collaborative
videography. As this chapter has worked to reveal, an awareness of the distinctive features,
practices, and challenges of a particular medium promotes a more nuanced and effective
pedagogy for our students to work within. A failure to work through the distinctions of an
unfamiliar media leaves pressing compositional concerns untouched.
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Chapter Five: Rhetorical Education As Reconfiguration And The Why Of Multimodality
This project has sought to dissolve the separation between subject and object in digital
and multimodal rhetorics, revealing the degree to which human being is inexorably embedded
within influences that are equal parts social, cultural, material and technological. To act, the
project has argued, is to be acted, to be constituted in such a way that possibilities for being are
never within the grasp of an independent subject that chooses itself. The bulk of this dissertation
has worked to unfold how a fully constituted subject reconfigures our theorizations of
multimodal rhetoric and approaches to instructing students (with)in composing technologies. I
have argued that we are not free to do with technology as we wish; we are always and already
embedded within constitutions that fundamentally reveal what is and is not possible. Yet there is
an unspoken dimension to my argument that addresses larger concerns in rhetorical theory. If
choice is never the object of an independent subject then how does one, in any given case, call
upon the available means of persuasion? To what degree are means of persuasion available to an
emplaced subject? Thomas Rickert takes up this concern by observing, “is this not the ultimate
promise of rhetorical education: the practical ability to make effective rhetorical acts in public
spaces. But what happens to this practical ability, assumed to be a teachable and therefore
realizable goal, when we think it through the alternate forms of causality and temporality
suggested by a structure of belatedness? [a constituted subject]" (16) In other words, has antidualism undercut the possibility of a rhetorical education that cultivates rhetors who are able to
meet the needs of indeterminate situations by observing and calling upon suasive possibilities?
How might we rethink a rhetorical education through the lens of antidualistic rhetorics?
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Decisions, Decisions, Jiggity Jig
The study and instruction of rhetoric, in all of its branching lines of flight, invariably
takes a stand upon issues of decision-making—how to respond to variable situations in
persuasive, ethical or meaningful manners. Indeed, the nexus of decision-making was so central
to the development of the field of Rhetoric and Writing Studies that it has been canonized as the
controversies surrounding the rhetorical situation. The question concerning the rhetorical
situation centered upon those who saw the situation as determinant and demanding a fitting
response (Bitzer) versus those who saw the creative rhetor as free to make of the situation
however they pleased (Vatz) and those who recognized the importance of both situational
constraints and rhetorical creation, dissolving the antinomy between situation and rhetor
(Consigny). This is to say, Scott Consigny offered a compelling synthesis of the particular
demands of a rhetorical situation with the creative repertoire of a rhetor entering that situation,
revealing that, “the rhetorical situation is an indetereminate context marked by troublesome
disorder which the rhetor must structure so as to disclose and formulate problems,” however,
Consigny continues, “the rhetorical situation is not one created solely through the imagination
and discourse of the rhetor. It involves particularities of persons, actions and agencies in a certain
place and time; and the rhetor cannot ignore these constraints if he is to function effectively”
(178). For a theory of rhetoric to account for both the situational particulars and creative
possibilities of the subject, Consigny forwards, rhetoric must be understood as an art engaged in
the conditions of integrity and receptivity.
The condition of integrity “demands that rhetoric as an art provide the rhetor with a
‘universal’ capacity such that the rhetor can function in all kinds of indeterminate and particular
situations as they arise” (180). Integrity denotes the rhetors ability to have a “repertoire of
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options and freedom to select ways of making sense anew in each case, disclosing the problems
and finding means of attaining their solutions” (181). But the rhetor is not free to ignore the
particularities of indeterminate rhetorical situations with her own repertoire of practices; she
must also develop receptivity to “the particulars of the individual situation in a way that he can
discover relevant issues” (181).
Consigny’s theorization of the rhetorical situation would allow for a rhetorically wise
rhetor, informed by previously tried and true practices, able to bend and tune those practices to
meet the needs of particularized situations. As Consigny goes on to claim, “The rhetor has a
repertoire of available topics derived from previous engagements, and in a novel situation he
may try several topics before finding those which are fruitful” (183). The promise of a rhetorical
education, then, is the instruction of topics, or effective practices, which can then be brought to
bear upon indeterminate rhetorical situations that the rhetor can work through. Keith GrantDavie forwards this view by claiming:
Teaching our writing students to examine rhetorical situations as sets of
interacting influences from which rhetoric arises, and which rhetoric in turn
influences, is therefore one of the more important things we can do. Writers who
know how to analyze these situations have a better method of examining
causality. They have a stronger basis for making composing decisions and are
better able, as readers, to understand the decisions other writers have made. (264)
It is at this point that we find the rub: in addressing novel situations, the rhetor is said to be able
to comb through and self consciously decide the persuasive means based upon either previously
tried practices or the ability to perceive the potentialities latent within the situation itself. But if
the rhetor is embedded within constitutive influences then there is a limit to the rhetor’s ability to
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both reflect upon decisions and recognize the potentialities within a situation. Consigny’s work
draws attention to the necessity of backgrounded practices but misses the crucial point that these
practices become habitual modes of being that are difficult to extract ourselves from. In decision
making situations our backgrounded practices give us a sense of what is and isn’t possible, such
that thinking through what is possible in a situation is always from within a set of practices.
Similarly, Consigny’s framing of receptivity convincingly points to the degree to which
situations hold the possibility of modes of being outside of our customary approaches. But
recalcitrance does not announce itself directly and expediently to every perspective or mode of
being. Our constitutions may actively lead us to overlook the possibilities of acting otherwise, to
resist or ignore recalcitrance.
Thomas Rickert addresses the paradox of the decision in arguing that with respect to our
decision-making process “We do not choose this, it is chosen for us. This is a crucial point for
understanding the ‘ethics of decision’: a decision does not occur in a vacuum, nor it is merely a
chosen act initiated by an autonomous agent. We will have been decided, so that the notion of
self-willed decision becomes something akin to a perspectival illusion that allows for our
accommodation of this radical dispersion of agency (Acts 19). The radical dispersion of agency,
across various human and non-human influences, calls into question the rhetor’s ability to freely
move through or choose various practices within a situation, as this process of “selection” is
already structured by backgrounded and habitualized influences that the rhetor cannot be fully
conscious of and is constrained by. From a neurological perspective, “before we become aware
of making a decision our brains have already laid the groundwork for that decision,” because
“the human sensory system sends the brain about eleven million bits of information each second,
while our conscious mind can handle no more than fifty bits per second. Thus, the unconscious
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mind does an enormous amount of processing before we even become aware of what has been
sensed” (Stenger 16). This isn’t to say that people don’t consider various alternative approaches
to a rhetorical situation. It is to say that this process of decision making is itself structured in such
a way that one cannot freely select from an ensemble of clearly articulated possibilities, as
previously ingrained habits of practice and the actants latent in the situation will always and
already flavor what is possible. While we have more thoroughly explored the contours of the
friction between the constituted subject and the promise of a rhetorical education, the question
remains: does the dispersal of human agency preclude a rhetorical education?
Ambience and Kairos: Rhetors within Situations
Thomas Rickert takes up the questions concerning rhetorical situation and dispersed
agency by arguing for a non-dualistic conception of kairos in Ambient Rhetoric: The Attunements
of Rhetorical Being. In Ambient Rhetoric, Rickert identifies dominant conceptions of kairos:
Whether thought of in terms of timeliness, decorum, or situation, kairos defines a
rhetor’s relation to a unique opportunity arising from an audience, situation, or
time, one that calls for a proper response in order to gain advantage or success.
The art of kairos, as most commonly understood, is the ability of a rhetor to
invent appropriately in a given situation. (75)
Rickert sees in this common understanding an overemphasis upon the human subject, “Put
reductively: there is too much emphasis on a rhetor’s power for leveraging kairos and not enough
sensitivity to what the situation itself affords” (76). Rickert’s project seeks to dissolve the
subject/object divide that would frame the rhetor as an “extractor” of the available means of
persuasion out of a material situation. Ontologizing kairos, showing the degree to which kairos is
immersed through both human and non-human elements, would enmesh the rhetor within the
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material environs to the degree that the material situation would become an active participant in
the kairotic situation, “The kairos of a situation is a moment placed not as something between a
subject and exterior situation but as mutually involved and evolving vectors of material and
discursive forces” (90). Kairos is not so much a situation rhetors are removed from but a field of
engagement that rhetors are dispersed within, “kairos does what it does to us, with us, and
alongside us” (90). From an ambient perspective opportunity itself “becomes something
dispersed into the material environs” (95). From a non-dualistic perspective:
what is afforded in a kairotic situation is not longer something simply willed or
achieved by an individual; it is no longer solely human doing. Kairos is thus the
will to invent suggested by White and Vitanza, and hence a kairos that cannot be
directly controlled. Preparation and negotiation remain relevant, of course, since a
rhetor is a crucial variable in the emergent situation, but we cannot be satisfied
with theories that erase ambience, as if human rhetorical work were enough to
account for kairos. (95)
Rickert would thus revise the Aristotelean dictum to forward that the material situation has
always and already been a co-inventor in the available means of persuasion, whereby attempts to
“master” or codify the situation ignore the degree to which mastery is never in the hands of an
independent subject, “Kairos is not about mastery but instead concerns attunement to a situation,
with attunement understood not as a subjective state of mind or willed comportment but as an
ambient catalysis within what is most material and concrete, a gathering that springs forward”
(98).
At this point I would like to distinguish between two different ways of understanding
Rickert’s ambient framing for kairos: ambience as the totality of background influences that
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compose a situation and ambience as the relationship between the constituted subject’s practices
and alternative directives born from the material environs. The latter of these two framings will
prove relevant for our questions concerning the possibility and nature of rhetorical education.
The first understanding of ambient kairos denotes that rhetoric is always immersed within
a particular material environment that enables and precludes the possibilities made available to
human agents, in so far as agents are distributed through the networks of relations that make up
particular material environs, including the backgrounded practices of the rhetors themselves and
how those practices are brought into relationships with other elements. Rickert addresses this
notion of ambience in analyzing the interconnected elements of an air traffic control center:
The immediate environment radically distributes the activities of the subjects
within it, even as particular aspects do emerge through discrete practices. No
‘subject controls’ what occurs; rather, actions emerge as willed by the situation
precisely because there are no discrete subjects absent their relations and
connections. However, the environs here are not just a material reality to which
we adapt or a material situation that somehow ‘determines’ us. Instead, the
environs enable, but they enable inclusively of human beings insofar as human
beings take shape within the environs. Thus, the emplacement of the controller is
essential to their activity, for the context makes all that occurs possible. The point
is not that the controllers do no make choices but that their choices are already
immersed in the context in which they get played out. (93)
Thus this view of ambience points to the affordances of a situation as representative of
everything that is made possible within that environment, not just a subset of affordances that
rhetors would acclimate to or ostensibly ignore or “miss out on.”
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The second view of an ambient kairos focuses more specifically upon the practices of the
rhetor in relationship to the material environment, evoking a more radicalized form of
Consigny’s receptivity, whereby the rhetor allows the situation to provide directives that frame
action, “only this vital emplacement of kairos can explain how the situational environs can be a
‘willing’ and inventive agent in line with Gorgias’s trust to the moment itself to supply what was
necessary for speaking” (95). From this view, rhetors can allow the situation to provide
possibilities for action and invention by attuning themselves to the affordances of the situation.
Bruno Latour makes a similar point by claiming that, “it is not the number of connections that we
have to diminish in order to reach at last the sanctuary of the self. On the contrary, as William
James so magnificently demonstrated, it is by multiplying the connections with the outside that
there is some chance to grasp how the ‘inside’ is being furnished. You need to subscribe to a lot
of subjectifiers to become a subject and you need to download a lot of individualizers to become
an individual” (Reassembling 215-216). Thus the more influences one attunes one’s self toward
the more persuasive a subject they become.
Rickert provides an illustrative example of this kind of attunement by close reading the
conclusion of the film The Usual Suspects. At the end of the film it is revealed that a character,
Verbal, has fabricated an expansive story to a interrogating detective by calling upon names
dates and places from the environment of the police station to inform his narrative, “in showing
how Verbal picks up cues from the office environment—names, faces, events—and weaves them
into his tale, the film suggests the office space itself to be a coinventor. It thus demonstrates that
the environment is always situating us in arrangements that simultaneously unleash some
possibilities and foreclose on others. In other words, the film suggests that the ambient environs
generate various affordances that invent us in kairotic moments” (96). Rickert goes on to assert
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that “Verbal is a kind of latter-day Sophist, one who invents through attunement to audience and
place” (97). Through this view of ambient kairos, Rickert presents a means of resuscitating a
rhetorical education that dissolves the subject object divide, characterized by the rhetor’s ability
to bend, shift and adapt to meet the affordances of the situations they find themselves within.
Byron Hawk extends this point by forwarding that, as rhetors, “we start with experience,
generalize a pattern or schema from that experience, turn that pattern on future experience, and
then adapt the pattern to devise a new schema” (192). As rhetors bring their practices, or as
Hawk would have it “schema,” into contact with particularized situations the recalcitrant
elements of the situations disturb, trip up and reconfigure persuasive approaches, “the writer
reaches evolutionary roadblocks (schemata no longer fit the circumstances, forms are no longer
relevant). These revolutionary dead ends change schemata, which change possible relationships,
and thereby affect the larger evolutionary development” (193). Rhetors would thus bounce back
and forth between the stability of backgrounded practices that throw them into situations and the
reconfigurations wrought through attunement to directives born from ulterior influences—a
receptivity to the particularities of a given rhetorical context. Yet there is a peculiar cleanliness to
Consigny, Hawk and Rickert’s depictions of attuned invention that may elide the stickiness of
our emplacements. If we are always and already embedded then to what degree can we move
from one embeddedness to another?
They Live! The They Self and Sticky Emplacements
In Rickert’s examples the rhetors immediately and readily took up the directives of the
situation at hand, making the directives the basis of their performance. The rhetors recognized
the appropriate attunements made available by the situation and adapted to them accordingly.
But to what degree are rhetors capable of adapting to directives that do not already fall within
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the constitutive practices they are embedded within? In the case of Verbal, the character is able
to call upon the material environment as a co-inventor because he is already constituted as such
to be able to look for material sources to aid in his storytelling. A rhetor with a different
assemblage of constitutions would not be likely to think of calling upon the elements of the room
to populate their story, leaving the possible directives of the room unheard. Even further,
Rickert’s contentions draw our attention to an important question: are we the kind of beings that
can readily and expediently adapt ourselves to directives that would seek to re-orient our
approaches to persuasion? Can we maintain a persistent “openness” to the directives of various
situations in such a way that they always and already bring about appropriate, and quite often
foreign or unfamiliar, practices? In what follows I will seek to complicate invention as
attunement by focusing upon the ways in which our emplacements actively promote us to level
down the uncanniness of situations, and how we can cope with the disturbances and anxiety of
change.
In Being and Time Heidegger analyzes the everyday ways in which Dasein, Heidegger’s
term for everyday human being, approaches recurrent situations, a style of comportment that he
coins the they self. The they self (or the anyone self) is a dominant style of being-in-the-world
characterized by tranquility, certainty and the sustained commitment to what one already knows
to be true. In other words, the they self is a style of comportment that seeks to maintain the
disclosure that Dasein finds itself within, the ambiently constituted world of pre-established
relationships, practices and interpretations that compose the subject’s sense of who they are and
how the world works. The they, rather than show up as an inferior mode only taken by a select
few, is the public and dominant mode through which Dasein copes with the world, “This
everyday way in which things have been interpreted is one into which Dasein has grown in the
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first instance, with never a possibility of extrication. In it, out of it, and against it, all genuine
understanding, interpreting, and communicating, all re-discovering and appropriating anew, are
performed.” The they thus “prescribes one's state-of-mind, and determines what and how one
'sees'” (213). Unlike Rickert’s readily adaptive attunement, the anyone self “suppresses
everything unfamiliar” (237). The anyone self is constituted by “having seen everything, having
understood everything,” the they self operates within the tranquilized comfort that it is correct,
true and knows what it is doing. The they is “always right” because “it is insensitive to every
difference of level and of genuineness and thus never gets to the heart of 'heart of the matter'”
(165). In different terms, the anyone self is the characteristically dominant manner in which we
inhabit our emplacements. Our constitutive influences open up a world in which we live and that
world replicates itself by leveling down experience to the normalized understandings, practices
and interpretations that we are embedded within. The they self, our sticky embeddedness as an
assemblage of influences, turns the unfamiliar into the familiar, the dissimilar into the similar,
the uncanny into the canny. So decisive is our emplacement within our influences that “In no
case is a Dasein, untouched and unseduced by this way in which things have been interpreted, set
before the open country of a 'world-in-itself' so that it just beholds what it encounters” (213).
Thus there is no way to be completely “open” to the possibilities of any given situation, an
untethered buoy continually allowing itself to be reconfigured by every situation it confronts.
Dasien’s constitutions, its disclosure, will always reveal certain things while disallowing others.
To be embedded is to be networked, and webs of interrelations don’t necessarily like letting go.
When confronted with the ulteriority of a directive or influence that would seek to reorient or transform Dasein’s being in the world, Dasein tends to protect itself by fleeing away
from the transformative potential, falling back into the security of the already known, "Dasein is
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inclined to fall back upon its world (the world in which it is) and to interpret itself in terms of
that world by its reflected light" (42). The they self is constituted to actively turn away or pave
over differences such that it can fall back within the world granted via its current assemblage. As
noted in chapter 3, calls from ulteriority inspire anxiety in the they self, which only furthers the
launch back into one’s current disclosure. Anxiety, the mood that (temporarily) draws one out of
the anyone self, is the subject’s experience of being radically reconfigured, of having the ambient
world of constitutions shifted by ulterior influences. Heidegger goes on to reveal:
That which anxiety is anxious about is Being-in the world itself. In anxiety what
is environmentally ready-to-hand sinks away, and so, in general, do entitieswithin-the-world. The 'world' can offer nothing more, and neither can the Daseinwith of Others. Anxiety thus takes away from Dasein the possibility of
understanding itself, as it falls, in terms of the “world” and the way things have
been publicly interpreted. (232)
Experiencing anxiety is “an experience of vertigo, where nothing is stable, where no orientation
is possible” (Worsham, “Question” 224). In anxiety one feels uncanny, “but here 'uncanniness'
also means 'not-being-at-home'” (233). The not-being-at-home, or “homelessness” of Dasein
refers to the degree to which our emplacements are always and already arbitrary. We are the
beings that we are not because a greater power ordained us as such, or because reality dictated
that we think and act in a particular way, but because we happen to have been embedded in a set
of influences. We tend flee in the face of the moments that would reveal to us that we should or
could become otherwise, that the assemblage that makes us who we are is not unquestionably
right. The point here is that to be reconfigured by ulteriority is to undergo anxiety, a process
everyday being-in-the-world typically seeks to avoid by falling back into its current disclosure.
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Our constitutions give us our sense of who we are and what we can do; they are the soil in which
we dwell. And in dwelling we are tethered not only by interrelations with various influences but
also by the affective forces that sink us ever tighter into our current assemblage.
Psychoanalytic theory expands upon Dasein's fallenness by introducing the concept of
jouissance, the pleasure and gratification that a subject garners from operating within their
always-already situatedness. Rickert, ironically enough, posits jouissance as "akin to glue: it is
sticky, suffusing all of our rhetorical, personal, and social activities; guiding, motivating, driving
us onward; or perversely, locking us down, trimming our orbits. Jouissance makes everything we
do worthwhile, yet it also makes us less amenable to change than most rhetorical theories of
persuasion would have us believe" (Acts 21). Thus the subject, in deriving pleasure from its
embeddedness in constitutive practices, tends to view transformative potentials as threats, which
it runs away from in favor of comfort and (from a psychoanalytic perspective) pleasure.
The sticky situation we find ourselves within might lead to a cynical response: if we are
so prone to running back into what currently constitutes us then how do changes and
reorientations come about? Does the fleeing of the subject not cut off all possibilities of
undergoing re-orientations or attunement? The confrontation with anxiety, with the directives of
an influence that would challenge and reconstitute us would require us to stay within the
ontologically violent process of upheaval and reorientation:
Dasein's kind of Being thus demands that an ontological Interpretation which sets
itself the goal of exhibiting phenomena in their primordiality, should capture the
Being of this entity, in spite of this entity's own tendency to cover things up.
Existential analysis, therefor, constantly has the character of doing violence,
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whether to the claims of the everyday interpretation, or to its complacency and its
tranquilized obviousness. (Being and Time 359)
In undergoing anxiety “there lies the possibility of a disclosure which is quite distinctive,” the
possibility of allowing one’s self, one’s assemblage, to be reconfigured. To undergo this process
is to be willing and capable to experience the violence of having one’s self challenged and
consequently transformed.
As I have worked to reveal, a largely overlooked repercussion of dispersed agency is the
degree to which shifts in constitutive influences require upheaval and anxiety. Shifts in practices
are not reorientations that happen exterior to us. They are us, and to shift a mode of being in the
world is to allow ourselves to be reconfigured, which becomes equal parts difficult, affective and
messy. Recalcitrance can often express itself in terms that our current disclosure can handle, but
there are always limits to what we are capable of being receptive to, to what our emplacement
allows. To undergo difference and be reconstituted requires a displacement, a displacement
“characterized by a profound unease and a powerful sense that you cannot quite find the words,
let alone the you, to speak them” (Bernard Donals 399). Rather than presume that rhetors will
readily and expediently shift to meet the directives of indeterminate situations, we should
recognize that a willingness and capability to see one’s practices reoriented by ulteriority
requires a sustained rhetorical training, an ability to hang out within the anxious disturbances of
recalcitrance. In anxiety we are called upon to become otherwise than we currently are, to see
our assemblage shifted or reconfigured. I believe this process, lies at the heart of a rhetorical
education, wherein we are trained to undergo anxiety and expose ourselves to directives and
influences that challenge us to think and act otherwise (Kopp 176). Indeed, is this not one of the
tenets of a rhetorical education, learning how to learn? To recall a prior quote from Heidegger:
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The only one who knows is the one who understands that he must always
learn again, and who above all, on the basis of this understanding, has
brought himself to the point where he continually can learn. This is far
harder than possessing information. (Into to Metaphysics 23)
One of the promises of a rhetorical education, then, lies in the training of rhetors capable of
undergoing difference and attuning themselves to directives and styles of being that challenge
and reconfigure their current assemblages. As Drew Kopp shows, “Such participation would
challenge both instructors and students to continually transform themselves (which I believe has
little to do with “getting better,” ever the quest of the will to truth)—and consequently their lives
and communities beyond the classroom—by virtue of undergoing, or even at times suffering
through, the active inquiry into being human rhetorical education invites us to perform” (177). It
is in this light that I would like to address why we call upon multimodal performances within the
field of Rhetoric and Writing Studies.
The Why of Multimodality
At the 2015 Computers and Writing conference Bump Halbritter asked a simple yet
provocative question regarding my discussion of videography pedagogy. “Why?” he asked. Why
teach video? Why teach non-traditional modes? The field has invariably responded to these
questions to such a persistent degree that the warrants have tended to fade into the background
and out of sight. We get it, we get why we’re doing this. But I think a few of the dominant
responses are worth rehearsing here, if only to spend more time within the question and reinvestigate our justifications. Jody Shipka argues that the why of non-traditional performance is
for students to:
come away from the experience of the courses more mindful of the various ways
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in which individuals work within, as well as against, the meditational means they
employ. Of equal importance is that students can articulate for others the purposes
and potentials of their work. My hope is that students will continue to choose
wisely, critically and purposefully long after they leave the course—that they will
continue to consider the relationships, structures, and representational systems
that are most fitting or appropriate given the purposes, potentials, and contexts of
the work the mean (and in other cases, need) to do. (Toward 145)
What Shipka points to here is the goal of inculcating rhetorically wise rhetors capable of
adapting to meet the distinctive needs of various composing technologies. Jason Palmeri echoes
this claim in proposing that the “ultimate goal” of multimodal rhetorics is for the development of
“rhetorical choice about which modalities are best” given the situation (38). Shipka goes on to
argue that “by creating courses that increase the meditational means (or suites of tools) students
are able to employ in their work we help to underscore for students the fundamentally
multimodal aspects of all communicative practice” (Toward 137). This claim is truly
extraordinary, in that it’s latter half undercuts the possibility of the former. If we are interested in
promoting students to take up the distinctive affordances, (sub)processes, and principles of
varied media then why do we continue to frame disparate media as fundamentally inseparable
from one another? The move to frame all modes of composing as multimodal, while a valid
conceptual point in its own right, far too easily falls into the trap of considering distinctive
modalities as fundamentally similar, and thus able to be dealt with through the inventional
horizon of our current assemblage of practices. Palmeri highlights this framing by asking “[a]re
there similarities in the creative composing process of writers, visual artists, designers, and
performing artists?” (25). While modalities are inextricably caught up in webs of interrelations
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with other modes of composing this should not lead us to the conclusion that all modes are
governed by the same underlying practices, processes and principles. Such an approach can lead
to the facilitation of composing processes that undercut non-textual practices, as we saw in the
case study wherein non-linear editing operated in the shadows of an emphasis upon the textual
portions of the video process.
An abiding friction underlies much of the field’s relationship with non-traditional modes
of writing. We wish to call upon more expansive available means, for both ourselves and our
students, but we resist the reconfigurations those alternative means would necessarily entail. To
return to Palmeri, he forwards the remediation of arguments from one mode to another, arguing
that by translating textual modalities to non-textual modalities, “students can potentially develop
a more nuanced understanding of the unique affordances of visual, aural, and alphabetic forms of
communication” (47). But the translation of textual practices to non-textual modalities already
shuts down the possibility of coping with unique alternative affordances. The revealing of those
unique affordances requires a reorientation in our practices, not a simple re-articulation of the
sub-processes we, and our students, are already embedded within. Colin Gifford Brooke
illustrates the limits of remediation, or translative, approaches by showing that:
As a framework for focusing our attention on the similarities and difference
among various media, remediation makes a great deal of sense. Transposed to
rhetorical ends, however, remediation has its limitations. Its primary limitation is
that it requires some degree of stability on the part of the media under
consideration. In each of these examples, there is an attempt to bring a new
medium to the writing classroom, and the rhetoric of that new medium is based on
older media. (21)
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The importance of this point cannot be underscored, there is a difference between discussing the
similarities and differences between media and actually participating in the distinctive practices
of an alternative media. Discussing and reflecting upon the similarities between text and video
provokes an interesting conversation but it does not call upon the rhetors involved to actually
make the performative moves necessary to adapt to the particularized processes of videography.
As Brooke’s claims “Remediation remains a framework for describing combinations that have
already occurred and acquired some degree of cultural stability. However, it provides little
guidance for working with such combinations from the inside or for producing them. Such
guidance can only come from a new media rhetoric, one focused on production rather than
explanation” (22, emphasis added). A further example will prove illustrative here.
In “Documenting Arguments, Proposing Change: Reflections on Student-Produced
Proposal Documentaries,” Jeannie Parker Beard reflects upon her process of instructing students
to take on documentary videography. In noting her own lack of experience with videographic
composing, Parker reveals that:
As I had no intention of teaching students how to use these applications, I
emphasized that the students who opted for the documentary project knew that
they were on their own in the process of video production. When I give the
assignment, I make it clear that students must either have a previous knowledge
and competency of movie-making software or be willing to put in the time to
learn how to use it if they choose to make a documentary. (Since writing this in
2007, I have decided to include one or two instructional days in my classes to go
over some of the basics of Windows Movie Maker. I also discuss copyright at this
time.) (np)
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Beard goes on to reflect that, “Providing students access to digital video technologies and
offering them adequate instruction in the use of these technologies can be problematic.
Nonetheless, our own lack of expertise in these applications cannot prevent us from allowing
students to succeed with them” (np). Beard calls upon Meek and Illyasova to offer the corrective
that instructors can forward students to alternative sources, such as youtube instructional videos,
that will facilitate student engagement with the processes and subprocesses of video, “such
attention to providing the resources students need to teach themselves how to use software helps
them better negotiate the duel demands of the practical and theoretical aspects of the course.”
(np). In reviewing her scaffolding of the videographic composing process, Beard forwards
Alison Crockett’s “useful process for development of a digital video assignment, which are very
similar to the traditional writing process.” The scaffolded videographic composing process
consists of:
First, the concept or a thesis/main idea is created. Then a treatment or
brainstorming occurs—a more developed and detailed idea coming out of the
concept. Next, an extended treatment or an outline might follow. Research
or getting your elements--which might include interviews, film and video footage,
music stills, graphics, etc.—is next. Then, depending on your
elements, storyboarding or a more developed and complete outline follows.
The script or draft is developed around this time. Finally, post-production or
possibly a second/final draft occurs where you blend the elements together to tell
your story. (8)
We see here the same dilemma that arose in Chapter 4, an instructor without experience in digital
videography highlights the written portions of the videographic composing process to the

155

exclusion of video practices that do not fall within traditionalized literacies—namely the
shooting of video and the non-linear editing of the project. Note that editing, an integral portion
of the videographic composing process, is framed as “post-production,” an ancillary activity that
combines the elements created and composed earlier. Even further akin to the findings of
Chapter 4, Beard’s documentary project calls upon students to work in groups without
considering the nature of group work within a digital videographic paradigm. How are students
to distribute the labor of the project? What is the nature of collaboration within a video setting?
These questions remain unspoken insofar as Beard continues to operate from the tranquility of
knowing that since students collaborate in conventional contexts they can also collaborate in
non-traditional contexts. To what degree has Beard’s scaffolding of the videgeographic
composing process, revealed the lens of traditional textual modes, actually prompted student to
engage the more distinctive practices of video composition?
Even in the midst of “teaching” a non-traditional mode of performance Beard reassures
us that “We do not have to become experts in different production technologies” (np). Peter
Fadde and Patricia Sullivan strike a similar note in claiming that:
If teachers are going to edit their current pedagogies to include video-based (or
video-enriched) multimedia composition, they need to have confidence that they
can keep the focus on the writing dimensions of the multimedia project. There are
many permutations in ideating, location, evaluating, and integrating multimedia—
all of which are amplified when dealing with video. (5)
But focusing upon the written dimensions of videography actively ignores the stated goal of
drawing students to adapt to modes of performance that expand beyond the textual. It is not
enough to presume that students not already familiar with non-traditional modes will somehow
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adapt to and become conversant in the particularized practices of alternative media. We must
adapt ourselves to the particularized practices and processes of the modalities that we teach, no
matter the degree to which that process is challenging, uncomfortable and disruptive. The goal
here is not “expertise” (a justification too often used to side step the need to become more
conversant in non-traditional modes). The goal is to problematize our traditional approaches to
performance when entering a new or alternative mode, to allow the distinctions of a new media
to become more visible such that we can scaffold, or at least point to, those distinctions for our
students.
Coda
Non-traditional performance maintains a contradictory relationship with Writing Studies.
We continue to make calls for the inclusion of compositional forms that would challenge our
sense of identity while actively attempting to maintain that identity anyway. The following claim
from Cynthia Selfe illustrates this contradiction:
In short, whether instructors teach written composition solely or
multimodal composition, their job remains essentially the same: to teach
students effective, rhetorically based strategies for taking advantage of all
available means of communicating effectively and productively, to multiple
audiences, for different purposes, and using a range of genres. (Multimodal 9)
We desire to integrate alternative modes of composition into our scholarship and our pedagogies
but we want our job to remain essentially the same. If our fear has long been that writing as
instructed within our discipline teeters on the edge of becoming irrelevant or outmoded we may
now have a new terror to cope with: the possibility that our efforts tend to reduce students’
abilities to perform with the distinctive affordances of alternative media. If we are asking our
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students to adapt to the transformations of the rhetorical landscape then we too must adapt. We
too must transform. We must not fall back upon the ease of what works while attempting to look
for ways to connect what we already know to what is foreign and unfamiliar—the ever-present
desire to claim that our traditionalized practices “[share] affinities with other forms of composing
(visual, aural, spatial, gestural)” (Palmeri 5). We must learn along with our students; we must
learn how to learn, how to see our current practices reoriented. But learning is not easy,
“Learning is very difficult; it takes a lot of effort. It is of course much easier if once we learn
something we can apply what we have learned again and again. It is much more difficult if every
time we confront something new, we have to learn something new” (Gallop 11). There is no end
to learning, no point at which we have gained “expertise” in a mode that would allow us to
master all of its various iterations. But there can be a willingness to expose ourselves to practices
that are unfamiliar to us, to see those practices become the basis of an alternate approach to
persuasion and teaching persuasion, only to see those practices reconfigured again by a new
situation or alternative mode of writing. After all, if belatedness is the death knell of writing
studies then we must cultivate an ability to shift with the evolving composing modalities of our
time.
This project has sought to bring about such a reorientation, by pointing to the processes
of video composition that tend to be ignored when revealed through the framing of
traditionalized pedagogies (i.e. the compositional importance of non-linear editing as a primary
mode of revision and the complications arising from videographic collaboration). It is much
easier to go about our business as we often have, using essayistic literacies to scaffold video
production and assuming that groups can expediently collaborate in videographic settings. But
attending to these distinctions, the particular nature of videography and how it plays out within
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academic environments, promotes us to offer a more meaningful pedagogic environment for
students to engage. Students unfamiliar with videography should be pushed to spend extensive
amounts of time editing, familiarizing themselves with layered modes of composition that hold
the promise of reconfiguring their sense of how to make an argument. If we expect students to
collaborate upon a videographic project then we should actively promote them to consider and
experiment with various means of collaborating upon every portion of the composing process
and we should ourselves question whether videographic composition affords the possibility of
fully collaborative practices.
We should also recognize that both of these processes cannot be meaningfully attended to
in a single unit of a course. The standardized curriculum of the UTEP FYC redesign treated
video as a mode that could be explored over the breadth of one 4-5 week unit, a practice that by
no means is limited to, or originated from, the UTEP FYC department. This convention
continues to circulate within multimodal pedagogies: the creation of a single multimodal
assignment aimed toward introducing students to alternative modes of persuasion. So
commonsensical is this convention that no instructors who participated in this study, or who I
have known within the composition program, have thought to scaffold videographic practices in
their courses prior to the documentary assignment. This dissertation has worked to reveal that
adapting to the distinctions of a non-familiar mode requires constitutive reversals and
transformations, difficult processes that take time for students and instructors to undergo.
Adapting to the rigors of an alternative mode should become the work of multiple assignments
31

and sub-assignments throughout an entire semester (or better yet, multiple semesters) , which
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Here we find yet another persuasive warrant for the expansion of writing instruction beyond a two-semester
sequence. If the complexities of traditional composition cannot be fully engaged in two semesters, what hope have
we to facilitate non-familiar modes?
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would involve calling upon students to perform within videography from the very first week of
the course. In the case of first-year writing classes, video performance could be scaffolded as
responses to course readings and reflective responses to traditional assignments, integrating
videographic distinctions throughout the course of the class such that students have the time to
experiment more fully with non-traditional modes. Embedding alternative modes as a single
assignment, or a single unit, promotes us to frame new media as extensions of existing
traditionalized practices, with all the pitfalls that arise therein.
I have argued that a part of our resistance to changing in the face of alternative modes of
composition is a fundamental miscomprehension of our relationship with(in) composing
technologies. If we are freed, to whatever degree, from the technologies we write with, then it
makes sense to say that our practices need not necessarily change—as we will be able to move
from one composing modality to another with relative ease, as will our students. But recognizing
our ownmost emplacement within constitutive practices, granted via technological ecologies,
tells a different story—promoting us to consider the degree to which our embeddedness requires
upheaval and reorientation to come into contact with alternative forms. In this sense we should
prefer paradox to contradiction. In owning our limits we are placed in the possibility of more
expansive means.
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Appendix A: Interview Questions
Interview Questions for Students Engaging in Documentary Video Production:
Preliminary Questions:
•

What experience(s) do you have with digital video production? Have you worked with
digital video before? If so, how? What project(s) did you produce and in what context(s)?

•

How would you characterize your approach to writing? How have you been trained to
write? Did you take writing classes prior to attending UTEP? Further, did you take the
first semester of First-Year-Composition at UTEP? Did these courses include the
opportunity to compose in video? How did these courses influence your writing
practices?

•

How do you plan to work through the documentary project? Do you feel confident in
your ability to perform in video? If yes, why? If no, why not?

•

What challenges do you anticipate you will face composing a documentary video project?
How do you think you will adapt to these challenges?

Mid-Project Questions:
•

How would you describe your work on the documentary project thus far?

•

How have you collected video footage for the project? Have you recorded your own
footage or used secondary sources?

•

What challenges have you had to work through in composing video?

•

What resources are you using/calling upon to aid in the production of your project?

•

What technologies are you working with to compose the project? Are you familiar with
these technologies? If you are familiar with these technologies, where did you gain
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competence in them? If you are unfamiliar with these technologies, how are you adapting
to them/gaining competence in them?
•

How is course instruction influencing your approach to the project?

•

How is the assignment sheet influencing the way you compose your project? Are you
working in terms of what the assignment sheet prescribes or are you working otherwise?

Post-Project Questions
•

How would you describe/characterize your process of working on the documentary film
project?

•

What did you learn by making a documentary video project?

•

What technologies did you work with(in) during the project? Were there moments
wherein the technologies broke down? If so, how did you cope with these break downs?

•

If you worked within a group, how did the group work together? Did different members
of the group have different responsibilities? How did working in a group influence the
way the documentary was produced?

•

Where have you posted your documentary project? Will it continue to exist once the
course has ended?
Interview Questions for Instructors Teaching Documentary Video Production:

Preliminary Questions:
•

What experience(s) do you have teaching digital video production? Have you
worked/taught with digital video before? If so, how? What project(s) did you
produce/teach and in what context(s)?
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•

How would you characterize your approach to teaching writing? How have you been
trained to teach? How do you view multimodal composition and what informs your
teaching of multimodal projects?

•

How do you plan to work through the documentary project? Do you feel confident in
your ability to teach video? If yes, why? If no, why not?

•

What challenges do you anticipate you will face teaching a documentary video project?
How do you think you will adapt to these challenges?

•

Will you use the documentary assignment sheet as is or make changes to it? If you have
made changes to the assignment, what changes have you made and why?

Mid-Project Questions:
•

How would you describe your class’ engagement with the documentary project thus far?

•

What challenges have you had to work through in teaching video composition?

•

What resources are you using/calling upon to aid in the teaching of the project?

•

What technologies are you making available to students?

Post-Project Questions
•

How would you describe/characterize your process of teaching the documentary film
project?

•

How would you describe/characterize the projects that your students produced? How did
you evaluate student projects? Did you change the evaluative criteria supplied by the
assignment sheet? If so, why?
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